
        
            
                
            
        

    


 Praise for 

PRISONERS OF OUR THOUGHTS

“Here is a landmark book that, among other things, underscores how the search for meaning is intimately related to and positively infl uences health improvement at all levels. Reading  Prisoners of Our Thoughts is an insightful prescription for promoting health and wellness!” 

— Kenneth R. Pelletier, PhD, MD, Clinical Professor of Medicine & Professor of Public Health, University of Arizona and UCSF Schools of Medicine, and author of  Best Alternative Medicine: What Works? 

 What Does Not? 

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts is an important book about creating a meaningful life — a life that matters and makes a difference. Those of us involved in the individual quest for meaning will fi nd valuable information and inspiration in it. 

Meaning — choosing it, living it, sustaining it — is a signifi cant personal, as well as societal, issue of the twenty-fi rst century.” 

— Marita J. Wesely, trends expert and Trends Group Manager, Hallmark Cards, Inc. 

“In the permanent white water of our lives everywhere and especially at work, the meaning of what we do and of who we are is continually in danger of nega-tion. The creation of meaning cannot be a once-and-for-all, set-it-and-forget-it affair, but rather needs to become our most basic ongoing achievement. This book is virtually unique in providing us with both a philosophy and a set of methods for keeping the meaning of our lives and our work vibrantly alive, relevant, and nourishing.” 

— Peter B. Vaill, PhD, Antioch University, and author of  Managing as a Performing Art

“Dr. Pattakos has created an important book on the self. His humanity shines throughout this very practical guide of our consciousness.” 

— Alki David, actor, fi lm and television producer, Chairman, FilmOn. 

com PLC and 111 Pictures Ltd., London, England

“In  Prisoners of Our Thoughts,  Dr. Pattakos does a great job proving that success does not always mean satisfaction, why it is important to have both in your life, and how to achieve both.” 

— Isadore Rosenfeld, MD, Rossi Distinguished Professor of Clinical Medicine, Weill Cornell Medical College, and medical consultant for Fox News

“Magical. . . . If you read this book patiently and honestly, it may begin to change your attitude and thought process. Deeply and impressively subversive in more ways than one, this book invites us directly, in the search for meaning of our work and life.” 

— Ping Fu, founder and CEO of Geomagic, Inc. 

“The transcendent spirit of Viktor Frankl vindicated human resilience. Alex Pattakos nimbly brings essential, new life to that spirit. Reading this book is a choice — a choice to add deeper meaning to your life.” 

— Jeffrey K. Zeig, PhD, Director, The Milton H. Erickson Foundation

“Not averse to giving ‘recipes,’ Pattakos makes them transparent and convincing enough, and he amply supports them by personal observations and experiences, by testimonies and quotations, by anecdotes and proven wisdom, adding more than a sprinkle of wit and common sense. And he does it all in an immensely readable style.” 

— Dr. Franz J. Vesely, Viktor Frankl Institute, Vienna, Austria

“Logotherapy was tested in Nazi concentration camps, so it speaks uniquely of meaning in extremes of unavoidable suffering. But Frankl also encouraged the discovery of meaning in our everyday workplaces, and Pattakos offers both a why and a how.” 

— Haddon Klingberg, Jr., PhD, author of  When Life Calls Out to Us: The Love and Lifework of Viktor and Elly Frankl

“If you want to bring life to your personal and/or organizational values — read Prisoners of Our Thoughts. It is particularly helpful if you are committed to living an authentic (values-driven) life. This is a book you will want all your associates and family members to read again and again.” 

— Ann Rhoades, President, People Ink, and former Executive Vice President, People, JetBlue Airways

“At once a manifesto on the importance of navigating our individual paths with eyes wide open and a road map to a purpose driven life, Pattakos’ channeling of Viktor Frankl’s writings illuminates ‘meaning’ as the ultimate value in our work. 

Dr. Pattakos shows us how gradual shifts in our elemental patterns of thought toward obstacles we may encounter — at work, at home, and in our relationships — can change our lives and consequently the world.” 

— Jay Shanker, entertainment industry attorney, business advisor, and law school instructor, and coauthor of  Entertainment Law and Business

“An incisive, lively book that brings the key tenets of Logotherapy to bear on today’s stressful workplace in a very meaningful way. Dr. Pattakos drives home that it is through our power of choice and our choice of attitude that we can transform any workplace or life challenge into a meaningful experience.” 

— Carol Willett, Chief Learning Offi cer, U.S. Government Accountability Offi ce

“It is very rare to encounter a book that is simultaneously profound and approachable, one that addresses the essential crux of the human dilemma in a manner that is inviting and even heartfelt.  Prisoners of Our Thoughts is just such a book. I highly recommend it.” 

— Jeffrey Mishlove, PhD, Dean of Transformational Psychology, University of Philosophical Research, and author of  The Roots of Consciousness

“Alex Pattakos’ brilliant book rocks with power and passion. I have already read it three times and have only begun to absorb the wisdom in these pages. Encore!” 

— Laurie Nadel, PhD, Executive Producer/Host, “The Dr. Laurie Show”/

Genesis Communications  Network, and author of  The Sixth Sense

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts demonstrates that understanding meaning-making is a key tenant to authentic leadership in any profession. Learning to nurture the ability to extend beyond oneself builds deeper relationships personally and pro-

fessionally. This book is required reading for anyone seeking to create meaning in their lives.” 

— Joseph G. Raasch, Deputy Chief Operations Offi cer, Saint Paul Public Schools, Minnesota

“A must-read for all those who want to lead successful lives. . . . The book has universal appeal and would help people working in any part of the world, and at any type of job. Dr. Pattakos’ concepts resonate well with me — a Sikh by religion. 

I believe that world peace would be greatly helped by having more and more people happy with their lives, as  Prisoners of Our Thoughts could help them be.” 

— Karuna Singh, Program Manager, Offi ce of Public Affairs, U.S. 

Consulate General, Kolkata, India

“Dr. Pattakos gives us the tools we need to look at our life differently . . . to break away from the thoughts that limit our potential and to start to live the life we want to live. Building on the work of Dr. Viktor Frankl, he has written an easy-to-read and pragmatic book that inspires us to make positive change in our lives.” 

— Les Hine, President and CEO, Mxi Technologies, Ottawa, Canada

“A refl ective, how-to book for fi nding meaning in the mundane of everyday life. 

 Prisoner of Our Thoughts reminds us that the search for true meaning illuminates our lives with true freedom. The book inspires us to appreciate life and guides the reader’s growth and progress with a new balanced scorecard for making life meaningful. Read the book and begin the path toward meaning.” 

— William V. Flores, PhD, President, University of Houston–Downtown

“Dr. Pattakos explains that we are creatures of habit, who unwittingly lock ourselves into our own mental cages.   Prisoners of Our Thoughts brings meaning to turbulent times, providing hope for those who are searching for the key to a meaningful life.” 

— Kelly Jad’on, Founder, www.BasilandSpice.com (syndicated author 

and book reviews on a healthy life)

“Makes the search for meaning and direction in one’s professional and personal life easier to navigate. This guide has been adopted by our entire team, resulting in greater collaboration and breakthrough thinking at every level. An added bonus has been the realization that anyone can benefi t from a greater sense of meaning in all facets of their business and everyday life by following the principles of  Prisoners of Our Thoughts. ” 

— Kevin Finnegan, Executive Vice President, Global Sales and Operations, New York & Company

“Living and working in such changing times takes courage. This book helps us connect with ourselves and meaning in order to be happier, develop resilience in life and work, and co-create a better future. In a time when there is so much unpredictability,  Prisoners of Our Thoughts  is a must-read to serve as a prescription for personal and business leadership.” 

— Lisa Schilling, RN, MPH, Vice President, Healthcare Performance Improvement, Kaiser Permanente

“Those who seek meaning in their work and life will fi nd much of value in this practical application of the wisdom of Dr. Frankl, so deeply experienced and art-fully presented.” 

— Dee Hock, Founder and CEO Emeritus, VISA, and author of  One from Many: VISA and the Rise of the Chaordic Organization

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts is a must-read. Not only is it written in very direct, clear language to assert the case for each of us to follow the meaning in our lives, but it hits an intuitive nerve as Dr. Pattakos explains Viktor Frankl’s sources for authentic meaning in one’s life. This has been a major infl uence in creating a more rewarding life for me and countless others.” 

— Michael E. Skaggs, Executive Director, Nevada Commission on Economic Development

“Masterpiece. Challenging. Insightful. Motivational. Inspirational. Magnifi cent. 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts branches all of these into one central theme: staying true to you, the real you. This book is a must-read for all educators, parents, and students. It provides such a clear view of the importance of character and how love ties it all together. A must-read.” 

— Dr. Mark Isley, Principal, Shelby County Alternative School, Alabama

“I was the person described in every chapter in this wonderfully insightful and refl ective book. I intend to read it again and again, especially during those times when my life seems to control me in ways that are troubling to my human spirit.” 

— Karen Bloom, Chicago, Illinois

“Alex Pattakos does a wonderful job of translating Frankl’s work into actions for living. He delivers an especially powerful message for individuals striving to grow both professionally and personally. I can think of no other book that better prepares leaders for facing tough challenges. This is a must-read for leaders!” 

— Dr. Mitch Owen, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, North Carolina State University

“Don’t let life just happen to you! Let Dr. Pattakos show you how to apply Viktor Frankl’s core principles to make your work — and life — more meaningful. 

Anyone from mail deliverer to CEO can embark on a path of self-discovery that will lead to better results and relationships with others.” 

— Jean E. Spence, Executive Vice President, Global Technology and Quality, Kraft Foods

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts is an enormously inspiring eye and heart opener, enlarging the scope of our life and work in a wonderful way. It’s a book full of wisdom, a road sign to the meaning and riches of life.” 

— Dr. Heinrich Anker, cofounder, Management Centre Zug (Switzer-land), and President, Swiss Society of Logotherapy and Existential Analysis

“Although I am not connected to a workplace setting, reading  Prisoners of Our Thoughts in a home-based environment had a signifi cant impact and personal meaning to me. The constant need for self-motivation renewal and the courage to 

walk your own path came into sharp focus as I contemplated Alex Pattakos’ vivid imagery, . . . a powerful reminder to me to not be satisfi ed with the status quo and to proactively strive for personal excellence, whatever your circumstance.” 

— Angela Buschmann, Sydney, Australia

“In  Prisoners of Our Thoughts,  Alex Pattakos draws upon the entire body of Viktor Frankl’s work and outlines seven core principles which can be applied to work situations or everyday life. Use  Prisoners of Our Thoughts as a textbook, order it for all your employees, or buy a copy for yourself.” 

— Erik Bergrud, Vice President, American Society 

for Public Administration

“In bringing Viktor Frankl into the workplace, Pattakos has produced a thoughtful and powerful guide that offers insight and wisdom.” 

— Alan M. Webber, founding editor,  Fast Company

“It has been a long wait — a very long wait! But Frankl’s principles and methods have at last been set free to be used and enjoyed and practiced in the work situation.” 

— Dr. Patti Havenga Coetzer, founder, Viktor Frankl Foundation of South Africa

“A practical and profound must-read for anyone interested in serious self-actualization. Pattakos has brilliantly assimilated and clearly, simply, and usefully explained Frankl’s concepts for life fulfi llment in seven straightforward, easy-to-use, life-changing principles. In  Prisoners of Our Thoughts,  Pattakos holds the light for anyone wanting to see.” 

— Richard M. Contino, Esq., author of  Trust Your Gut! 

“If you want to take on life and work with new, refreshed meaning, this is the book to free you from your perceived limitations and open the way for living life and experiencing work in a different way.” 

— Debbe Kennedy, founder, Global Dialogue Center, and author of Putting Our Differences to Work

“I fully recommend reading this great work and applying its wisdom. Please don’t wait to open your ‘lockbox’ of talents and tasks that life has set aside for you. 

Seek what is yours on behalf of all mankind.” 

— Robert R. Thompson, Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army

“Dr. Pattakos provides a common sense model to resolve the existential anxiety created by the gap between our thoughts and reality and to tremendously enrich our lives. Read  Prisoners of Our Thoughts and be prepared to look in the mirror and see the person responsible for your dissatisfaction and unhappiness!” 

— Vann E. Schaffner, MD, Spokane, Washington

“Pattakos has taken Frankl’s positive outlook of mankind’s potential and, in appealing to the inner ‘wisdom of the heart,’ encourages business management philosophy to look long and hard at the benefi ts of these teachings.” 

— Gregory B. Clark, diplomate, Viktor Frankl Institute of Logotherapy, and Fellow, American Academy of Experts in Traumatic Stress

“Every thinking person can benefi t from the work of Alex Pattakos. As we wind our way through life’s challenges, understanding life’s choices and outcomes is foremost. This work adds a great deal of value to this most important of life’s searches.” 

— Robert Agranoff, PhD, Professor Emeritus, School of Public and Environmental Affairs, Indiana University Bloomington

“If, like most of us, you hunger for a greater sense of meaning, purpose, and freedom in your life,  Prisoners of Our Thoughts will provide you with the stories, concepts, and opportunities that will help you break free from old patterns of thought and action.” 

— Judi Neal, PhD, Director, John H. Tyson Center for Faith and Spirituality in the Workplace, University of Arkansas

“CEOs, as well as the average worker, can be both informed and inspired by Pattakos’ book.” 

— Paul T. P. Wong, PhD, President, International Network on Personal Meaning, Tyndale University College, Toronto, Canada, and coeditor of  The Human Quest for Meaning: A Handbook of Psychological Research and Clinical Applications

“Today’s workplace and home environment are less personal than ever due to the use of information technology, making the need for meaning in everyday life more relevant and more important than ever before. Alex Pattakos has done a masterful job of presenting Viktor Frankl’s philosophy and applying it in today’s world. An essential read regardless of age, career, or station in life.” 

— Chris Krahling, President and CEO, New Mexico Mutual

“Do yourself a favor and read  Prisoners of Our Thoughts.  Then share it with and teach it to your employees. I use the teachings of this book in my daily life, and it has made me more productive in good times and has allowed me to break through the negativity in more challenging times.” 

— Mark Bernhard, PhD, Director, Continuing and Professional Education, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
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 Why do some people seem to have an easier time dealing with complex and challenging situations than others? Why do some people seem more capable of dealing with change than others? 

Applying the therapeutic system of 

world-renowned psychiatrist and philosopher

Viktor E. Frankl, learn how to bring 

personal meaning and fulfi llment to your everyday life and work and to achieve your highest potential! 

Core Principles

n  Exercise the freedom to choose your attitude.  In all situations, no matter how desperate they may appear or actually be, you always have the ultimate freedom to choose your attitude. 

o  Realize your will to meaning.  Commit authentically to meaningful values and goals that only you can actualize and fulfi ll. 

p  Detect the meaning of life’s moments.  Only you can answer for your own life by detecting the meaning at any given moment and assuming responsibility for weaving your unique tapestry of existence. 

q  Don’t work against yourself.  Avoid becoming so fi xated on an intent or outcome that you actually work against the desired result. 

r  Look at yourself from a distance.  Only human beings possess the capacity to look at themselves from a distance, with a sense of perspective, including the uniquely human trait known as your sense of humor. 

s  Shift your focus of attention. Defl ect your attention from the problem situation to something else and build your coping mechanisms for dealing with stress and change. 

t  Extend beyond yourself.  Manifest the human spirit at work by directing your attention and relating to something more than yourself. 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Foreword

Stephen R. Covey

Shortly before Viktor Frankl’s passing in September 1997, I had heard of his declining health, illness, and hospitalization. 

I was very anxious to talk with him so that I could express my profound gratitude for his life’s work — for his impact on millions of people, including my own life and life’s work. I understood that he had lost his sight and that his wife was reading to him several hours each day in the hospital. I will never forget the feeling of hearing his voice and visiting with him. 

He was so kind and gracious as he listened to my expressions of appreciation, esteem, and love. I felt as if I were speaking to a great and noble spirit. After patiently listening, he said, 

“Stephen, you talk to me as if I am ready to check out. I still have two important projects I need to complete.” How true to form! How true to character! How true to the principles of Logotherapy! 

Frankl’s desire and determination to continue to con-

tribute reminded me of his collaborative work with Dr. 

Hans Selye of Montreal, Canada — famous for his research and writings on stress. Selye taught that it is only when we have meaningful work and projects that our immune system is strengthened and the degenerative aging forces are slowed down. He called this kind of stress “eustress” rather than distress, which comes from a life without meaning and integrity. 

I’m sure these two souls infl uenced each other, reinforcing v

both the physical and psychological benefi ts of Logotherapy, of man’s search for meaning. 



When Alex Pattakos graciously invited me to write a foreword to  Prisoners of Our Thoughts and told me that the Frankl family had suggested this to him, I was both honored and excited to participate — particularly since they felt my work with organizations in management and leadership beautifully paralleled Viktor Frankl’s “principles at work,” the heart of this splendid book. My sense of the signifi cance of this book deepened further when Pattakos wrote me, “A year before he died, I was sitting with Dr. Frankl in his study and he grabbed my arm and said, 

‘Alex, yours is the book that needs to be written!’” 



I will never forget how deeply moved and inspired I was in the sixties when I studied  Man’s Search for Meaning and also  The Doctor and the Soul. These two books, along with Frankl’s other writings and lectures, reaffi rmed my “soul’s code” regarding our power of choice, our unique endowment of self-awareness, and our essence, our will for meaning. While on a writing sabbatical in Hawaii and in a very refl ective state of mind, I was wandering through the stacks of a university library and picked up a book. I read the following three lines, which literally staggered me and again reaffi rmed Frankl’s essential teachings:

 Between stimulus and response, there is a space. 

 In that space lies our freedom and our power to choose our  response. 

 In our response lies our growth and our happiness. 



I did not note the name of the author, so I’ve never been able to give proper attribution. On a later trip to Hawaii I even went back to fi nd the source and found the library building itself was no longer present. 

 Foreword
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The space between what happens to us and our response, our freedom to choose that response and the impact it can have upon our lives, beautifully illustrate that we can become a product of our decisions, not our conditions. They illustrate the three values that Frankl continually taught: the creative value, the experiential value, and the attitudinal value. We have the power to choose our response to our circumstances. 

We have the power to shape our circumstances; indeed, we have the responsibility, and if we ignore this space, this freedom, this responsibility, the essence of our life and our legacy could be frustrated. 



One time I was leaving a military base where I had been teaching principle-centered leadership over a period of time. 

As I was saying good-bye to the commander of that base, a colonel, I asked him, “Why would you undertake such a signifi cant change effort to bring principle-centered living and leadership to your command when you know full well you will be swimming upstream against powerful cultural forces? 

You are in your thirtieth year and you are retiring at the end of this year. You have had a successful military career and you could simply maintain the successful pattern you’ve had and go into your retirement with all of the honors and the plaudits that come with your dedicated years of service.” 

His answer was unforgettable. It seared itself into my soul. 

He said, “Recently, my father passed away. Knowing that he was dying, he called my mother and myself to his bedside. He motioned to me to come close to him so that he could whis-per something in my ear. My mother stood by, watching in tears. My father said, ‘Son, promise me you won’t do life like I did. Son, I didn’t do right by you or by your mother, and I Foreword

vii

never really made a difference. Son, promise me you won’t do life like I did.’” 



This military commander said, “Stephen, that is why 

I am undertaking this change effort. That is why I want to bring our whole command to an entirely new level of performance and contribution. I want to make a difference, and for the fi rst time I sincerely hope that my successors do better than I have. Up to this point, I had hoped that I would be the high-water mark, but no longer. I want to get these principles so institutionalized and so built into our culture that they will be sustainable and go on and on. I know it will be a struggle. 

I may even ask for an extension so that I can continue to see this work through, but I want to honor the greatest legacy that my father ever gave me, and that is the desire to make a difference.” 



From this commander we learn that courage is not the 

absence of fear but the awareness there is something more important. We spend at least a third of our life either preparing for work or doing work, usually inside organizations. 

Even our retirement should be fi lled with meaningful projects, inside organizations or families or societies. Work and love essentially comprise the essence of mortality. 



The great humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow 

came to similar thoughts near the end of his life, which essentially affi rmed Frankl’s “will to meaning” theme. He felt that his own need hierarchy theory was too needs-determined and that self-actualization was not the highest need. In the end, he concluded that self-transcendence was the human soul’s highest need, which refl ected more the spirit of Frankl. 

Maslow’s wife, Bertha, and his research associate put together Foreword
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his fi nal thinking along these lines in the book  The Farther Reaches of Human Nature. 



My own work with organizations and with people in the 

world of work focuses a great deal on developing personal and organizational mission statements. I have found that when you get enough people interacting freely and synergistically, and when these people are informed about the realities of their industry or profession and their own culture, they begin to tap into a kind of collective conscience and awareness of the need to add value, to really leave a legacy, and they set up value guidelines to fulfi ll that legacy. Ends and means are inseparable; in fact, the ends preexist in the means. No worthy end can ever really be accomplished with unworthy means. 



I have found in my teaching that the single most exhilarating, thrilling, and motivating idea that people have ever really seriously contemplated is the idea of the power of choice — the idea that the best way to predict their future is to create it. It is basically the idea of personal freedom, of learning to ask Viktor Frankl’s question: What is life asking of me? What is this situation asking of me? It’s more freedom  to rather than freedom  from. It’s defi nitely an inside-out rather than an outside-in approach. 



I have found that when people get caught up in this 

awareness, this kind of mindfulness, and if they genuinely ask such questions and consult their conscience, almost always the purposes and values they come up with are transcendent — that is, they deal with meaning that is larger than their own life, one that truly adds value and contributes to other people’s lives — the kinds of things that Viktor Foreword
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Frankl did in the death camps of Nazi Germany. They break cycles; they establish new cycles, new positive energies. They become what I like to call “transition fi gures” — people  who break with past cultural mindless patterns of behavior and attitude. 

 The range of what we see and do

 Is limited by what we fail to notice. 

 And because we fail to notice

 That we fail to notice, 

 There is little we can do

 To change

 Until we notice

 How failing to notice

 Shapes our thoughts and deeds. 

R. D. Laing



With this kind of thinking and with the seven magnifi -

cent principles Dr. Pattakos describes in this important book, a kind of primary greatness is developed where character and contribution, conscience and love, choice and meaning, all have their play and synergy with each other. This is contrast-ed with secondary greatness, described in the last chapter of this book — being those who are successful in society’s eyes but personally unfulfi lled. 



Finally, let me suggest two ideas on how to get the very most from this book. First, share or teach the core principles, one by one, to those you live with and work around who might be interested. Second, live them. To learn something but not to do is really not to learn. To know something but not to do is really not to know. Otherwise, if we just intel-lectualize these core principles and verbalize them but do not share and practice them, we would be like a person who is Foreword
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blind from birth explaining to another person what it means to see, based on an academic study of light, its properties, the eye and its anatomy. As you read this book, I challenge you to experience the freedom to choose your own attitude, to exercise your will to meaning, to detect the meaning of life’s moments, to not work against yourself, to look at yourself from a distance, and to shift your focus of attention and extend beyond yourself. I suggest you consider learning this material sequentially, by reading the fi rst principle, teaching it and applying it, then reading the next one, and so forth. 

You may want to simply read the entire book all at once to give yourself the overview, and then go back and learn the principles sequentially through your own experiencing. You will become a change catalyst. You will become a transition fi gure. You will stop bad cycles and start good ones. Life will take on a meaning as you’ve never known it before. I know this is so from my own experiences and from working with countless organizations and individuals in the world of work. 



As my grandfather taught me, and as Viktor Frankl 

taught me, life is a mission, not a career. 

 Foreword
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 This book is dedicated to 

 Viktor E. Frankl, MD, PhD (1905–1997), 

 whose life and legacy will forever bring light to darkness, and

 to my partner in the search for meaning and spouse, Elaine, whose love and support will forever 

 bring warmth to the meaning of life. 

Preface to the

Second Edition

Soon after the initial release of  Prisoners of Our Thoughts,  a massive earthquake under the Indian Ocean triggered one of the deadliest natural disasters in recorded history, known around the world as the Asian Tsunami. This tsunami killed 230,000 people and left 500,000 people homeless. Indonesia’s Aceh province was closest to the epicenter of the quake and was hardest hit by the monster waves. 

By 

chance, 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts found its way into 

the hands of representatives from the Jakarta-based professional services fi rm Dunamis Organization Services. The company developed a Volunteers’ Readiness Program to prepare individuals for what they would encounter while working in Aceh. The goal was to teach the volunteers not only how to respond quickly and effectively to the vast devasta-tion and suffering they would encounter in the fi eld but also how to deal with their own psychological reactions. This program, which included my book as a training resource, was also employed by other organizations, including local government bodies and nongovernmental organizations such as UNESCO and UNICEF. All seven principles described in 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts were viewed as essential knowledge, skills, and attitudes required by the volunteer aid workers participating in the program. 
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This application of the principles in  Prisoners of Our Thoughts alone made the book’s publication worthwhile  — and yes, meaningful — to me in ways I cannot adequately express. This was not an illustration of the principles in action I had envisioned when I conceptualized and wrote the book. Far from it! But since the book’s publication, I have learned that its application potential is unlimited, extending far beyond the realm of work and the workplace. 

Not Just for Disasters

However, the book has applications much closer to the homes and lives of most of us. Have you ever worked in a job you didn’t like? Or have you felt the job was OK but you didn’t feel fulfi lled by the work you were doing? More broadly, have you ever wondered if there was more to life than what you were experiencing? Have you felt that bad things just happened to you, that your life was out of your control, and there was nothing you could do about it? If you answered yes to any of these questions, or even asked yourself such questions before, you are not alone. Moreover, it is natural to ask such fundamental questions about the way we live and work. 



This book deals with the human quest for meaning and 

therefore was written with you in mind. It is grounded in the philosophy and approach of the world-renowned psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, author of  Man’s Search for Meaning,  which was named one of the ten most infl uential books in America by the Library of Congress. Frankl, a survivor of Nazi concentration camps during World War II, is the founder of Logotherapy, a meaning-centered, humanistic approach to psychotherapy. 

His ideas about the search for meaning, illustrated by his own Preface to the Second Edition
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experiences and those of his clients, have infl uenced millions of people around the world. In this book you will fi nd a conceptual foundation as well as practical guidance for examining your own questions about meaning in both your work and your personal life. 



The particular goal of this book, though, is to bring 

meaning to work — that is, to do for the domain of work what Frankl did for psychotherapy. Because I defi ne   work very broadly, the message in this book applies to a broad audience: to volunteers as well as paid workers; to people working in all sectors and industries; to retirees; to individuals beginning a job search or career; and to those in transition. And because the book demonstrates how Frankl’s principles work in a general context, the principles can be applied to life outside the workplace too. Examples, stories, exercises, questions, challenges, and other practical tools help guide you in applying Frankl’s ideas about life and living to fi nd your own path to meaning at work and in your personal life. 

Frankl and Me

Frankl’s infl uence on my work and personal life goes back almost forty years. I spent many of these years studying his groundbreaking work in existential analysis, Logotherapy, and the search for meaning, and I have applied his principles in many different work environments and situations. As a mental health professional, my reliance on the power of Frankl’s ideas has evolved and expanded over time as I have tested elements of his philosophy and approach in a wide variety of organizational settings. I have also worked with many individuals who were experiencing existential dilemmas at work Preface to the Second Edition
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or in their personal lives. During this time I naturally also refl ected on my own life journey and frequently relied on and benefi ted from Frankl’s wisdom. 



It is important to underscore that Viktor Frankl prac-

ticed what he preached, living and working with meaning throughout his life. This is not always easy to do, as I know from personal experience. There is a saying in the academic world that we don’t know what we don’t know until we try to teach it. The same thing can be said about writing a book. 

And yet in many respects,  writing a book is the easy part. The really hard part, I must confess, comes when we try to  do what we write about. I can only try to follow Frankl’s lead. 



It was in a meeting with Frankl at his home in Vienna 

in 1996 when I fi rst proposed the idea of writing a book that would apply his core principles and approach explicitly to work and the workplace — to the world of business. Frankl was more than encouraging — in his typical passionate style, he leaned across his desk, grabbed my arm, and said “Alex, yours is the book that needs to be written.” I felt that Frankl’s words burned into the core of my being, and I was determined from that moment to make this book idea a reality. 



I realize now more than ever the good fortune and ben-

efi t I have had of metaphorically standing on the shoulders of Viktor Frankl, one of the greatest thinkers of modern times. Through his own story of fi nding a reason to live in the horrendous circumstances of Nazi concentration camps, Dr. Frankl has left a legacy that can help everyone, no matter what their situation, fi nd deeper, richer meaning in their lives. It is my intention and hope that  Prisoners of Our Thoughts not only builds upon Frankl’s legacy of meaning in Preface to the Second Edition
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 The author with Dr. Frankl 

 in his study, Vienna, Austria, 

 August 1996

life and work but also supports and advances his legacy so it is never forgotten. 

Welcome to the Second Edition

New and updated stories, new applications and exercises, and a new chapter 12, The Meaning Difference®, offer rich testimony to support the broad — even global — appeal of the search for meaning in society today. This book delivers a life-affi rming, inspirational message that is especially needed in our fast-changing, increasingly complex, and uncertain world. 

My experience in helping to deliver this meaning-centered message has underscored the vital importance of this need, and at the same time, it has been a source of personal growth. 

As an author, I am honored and humbled to have such an opportunity to practice what I preach. At the same time, I recognize that this kind of opportunity can also be quite a challenge — it is always easier to advise others to do what I say,  not what I  do! 



After you read this book, I challenge you not to put 

it away, out of your sight and mind. Please don’t do that, Preface to the Second Edition
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because the core principles I’ve distilled from Frankl’s voluminous work deserve more of your attention than a simple read-through will provide. I would like you to live this book by practicing the exercises, reviewing the concepts and cases, and adopting the principles in your daily work and life. Only in this way will the book be more than just another volume in your library. Only in this way can the book help you to fi nd true meaning in your work and life. And only in this way will the message Frankl branded on my soul — “Alex, yours is the book that needs to be written!” — have the kind of meaning he intended. 

Alex Pattakos, PhD

 Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA

 March 2010

 Preface to the Second Edition
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Life Doesn’t Just 

Happen to Us

 Ultimately, man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather must recognize that it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his 

 own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible.1

Every day Vita delivers my mail — cheerfully. It’s her trademark attitude. One day, in lousy weather, I heard her whis-tling as she went about making her deliveries. Instinctively I shouted out to her, “Thank you for doing such a great job.” 

She stopped dead in her tracks with surprise. “Thank you,” 

she said. “Wow, I’m not accustomed to hearing such words. I really appreciate it.” 



I wanted to know more. “How do you stay so positive 

and upbeat about delivering mail every day?” I asked her. 



“I don’t just deliver mail,” she said. “I see myself helping to connect people to other people. I help build the community. Besides, people depend on me and I don’t want to let them down.” Her response was enthusiastic and proud. 



Vita’s attitude about her work refl ected the words 

inscribed on the General Post Offi ce building in New York 1

City: “Neither snow nor rain nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.” 

The Greek historian Herodotus wrote these words in the fi fth century BC. The ancient delivery of messages from one person to another is at the very heart of our Information Age, yet these days it’s the phrase “going postal” that we’re more likely to recognize. 



Fair or unfair, “going postal” has become the symbol of all the negativity a job has to offer: boredom, repetitiveness, exposure to the elements, dangerous dogs, irritated customers, and a kind of automated behavior that ultimately inspires an explosion of pent-up rage — a killing spree, retaliation against all the suffered injustice of the job. 

 What threatens contemporary man is the alleged meaninglessness of his life, or, as I call it, the existential vacuum within him. And when does this vacuum open up, when does this so often latent 

 vacuum become manifest? In the state of boredom.2



No matter what our opinions might be about the stature of any career or profession, it is the person doing the job that gives the job meaning. Vita is proof that those ancient words of Herodotus are alive and well in the twenty-fi rst century. 



But Vita’s attitude goes beyond the “swift completion of her appointed rounds” (to paraphrase Herodotus). She experiences her work as serving a higher purpose. Her attitude about her job and its drudgery goes far beyond an exercise in positive thinking. Vita sees her mail delivery responsibility as a personal, life-saving mission, one that could be fulfi lled only by her. She knows she is depended on, perhaps even by people who feel disdain for her work, and it means something. She brings meaning to her job, and in turn, her work becomes meaningful. 
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 I am convinced that, in the fi nal analysis, there is no situation that does not contain within it the seed of a meaning. 3



Why is it that some people, like Vita my mail carrier, experience their work — even mundane work — with passion and commitment? Why do some people have an easier time dealing with complex and challenging situations at work and in life? Why do some people deal more easily with change? Why do some people fi nd meaning and fulfi llment in their work and everyday life, while others do not? There are no simple answers to these complex questions; but there are meaningful answers. 

That is the goal of this book: to illuminate the search for meaning as a path to meaning, both in our work and in our lives outside work. 

This Book Is About True Freedom

We are by nature creatures of habit. Searching for a life that is both predictable and within our comfort zone, we rely on routine and, for the most part, learned thinking patterns. In effect, we create pathways in our minds in much the same way that a path is beaten through a grass fi eld from repeated use. And because these patterns are automatic, we may believe these habitual ways of thinking and behaving to be beyond our control. Life, it seems, just happens to us. Not only do we rationalize our responses to life but we also fall prey to forces that limit our potential as human beings. By viewing ourselves as relatively powerless and driven by our instincts, the possibility that we create, or at least cocreate, our own reality becomes diffi cult to grasp. Instead, we lock ourselves inside our own mental prisons. We lose sight of our own natural potential and that of others. 
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 Each of us has his own inner concentration camp . . . we must deal with, with forgiveness and patience — as full human beings; 

 as we are and what we will become.4



The ways in which we hold ourselves “prisoners of our 

thoughts” are well documented in the work of many writers and thinkers who explore the landscape of our psychospiritual lives. Physician Deepak Chopra, in the audiotape of his book Unconditional Life, says “We erect and build a prison, and the 

tragedy is that we cannot even see the walls of this prison.”5



Yet we can reshape our patterns of thinking. Through 

our own search for meaning, we can unfreeze ourselves from our limited perspective, fi nd the key, and unlock the door of our metaphorical prison cell. 



Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist who suffered through 

imprisonment in Nazi concentration camps during World 

War II, found meaning in spite of — and because of — the suffering all around him. His life’s work resulted in the therapeutic approach called  Logotherapy, which paved the way for us to know meaning as a foundation of our existence. Frankl is quick to say, however, that such traumatic suffering is  not a prerequisite for fi nding meaning in our lives. He means that whenever we suffer — no matter what the severity of our suffering is — we have the ability to fi nd meaning in the situation. Choosing to do so is the path to a meaningful life. 



This book explores seven core principles that I have 

derived from Frankl’s voluminous body of work: 

1. We are free to choose our attitude toward everything that happens to us. 

2.  We can realize our will to meaning by making a conscious, authentic commitment to meaningful values and goals. 
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  3. We can fi nd meaning in all of life’s moments. 

4. We can learn to see how we work against ourselves and can learn to avoid thwarting our intentions. 

5. We can look at ourselves from a distance to gain insight and perspective as well as to laugh at ourselves. 

6. We can shift our focus of attention when we are coping with diffi cult situations. 

7. We can reach out beyond ourselves and make a difference in the world. 

These seven principles, which I believe form the foundation of Frankl’s thinking and approach, are available to us any-time, all the time. They can lead us to meaning, to freedom, and to deep connection to our own lives and to the lives of others in our local and global communities. 



Viewing life as inherently meaningful and with unlim-

ited potential requires a shift in consciousness. It also requires responsible action on our part for, as Frankl points out, the potential for meaning that exists in each moment of life can only be searched for and detected by each of us individually. 

This responsibility, he says, is “to be actualized by each of us at any time, even in the most miserable situations and literally up 

to the last breath of ourselves.”6



Frankl walked this path completely. By living a life with meaning right to his last breath, he showed us how his philosophy and therapeutic approach were grounded in practice. His personal experiences throughout his long life, both as a survivor of the Nazi death camps and as a revered and respected thought leader, illuminate the unlimited potential of a human being. His life gives us rich and ample evidence Life Doesn’t Just Happen to Us
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that the keys to freedom from life’s prison cells — real and imagined — are within, and within reach. 



Whether we choose this path of liberation is a decision that only we as individuals can make and for which only we can be held responsible. When we search out and discover the authentic meaning of our existence and our experiences, we discover that life doesn’t happen to us. We happen to life; and we make it meaningful. 

Humanizing Work

A meaningful life includes meaningful work. Let’s face it, most people spend at least half of their waking lives “at work” or working in some way. Yet where do most people look to fi nd meaning in their life? The usual answer is in their  personal  life — in their relationships or their religious or spiritual practice. But what about their job? Can people fi nd true meaning at work? 



The transformation of work in the twenty-fi rst  cen-

tury is, in many respects, a call for humanity — a new consciousness that suggests more than simply trying to strike a balance between our work and personal lives. It is a call to honor our individuality and fully engage our human spirit at work — wherever that may be. While this idea of empower-ing workers in body, mind, and spirit is not new, actually putting it to work is new. In some ways, technological advances have redesigned work to better accommodate human factors. 

What we need now is a way to elevate the human spirit at work and to integrate in a positive, meaningful way this spiritual dimension of work with our everyday life. 



One of the goals of this book is to bring meaning to 

work and, quite frankly, to do for the domain of work what Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Frankl as a psychiatrist was able to do for psychotherapy. 

His unique approach is internationally recognized as a system of humanistic psychotherapy, and Frankl himself has been referred to by some people as the founder of humanistic medicine and psychiatry as well as of existential analysis. 

Logotherapy, in short, seeks to make us aware of our freedom of response to all aspects of our destiny. This humanistic view of psychotherapy helps clients to fi nd concrete meaning in their lives. As a therapeutic system, it strengthens trust in the unconditional meaningfulness of life and the dignity of the person. By applying this philosophy to work and the workplace, we can more deeply humanize our working lives and bring deeper meaning to work itself. In turn, by bringing deeper meaning to our working lives, we can more deeply humanize and enrich the meaning of our personal — that  is,  nonworking — lives. 



From the perspective of Logotherapy, we can fi nd unconditional meaning in our work situations and experience the unconditional value of our colleagues as unique human 

beings as we do with our family members and close friends. 

This is not an easy task, but when we celebrate our differences as cheerfully as we celebrate our similarities, the result is a powerful synergy at work and in the workplace. Best-selling author Stephen R. Covey, who has also been infl uenced by Frankl’s teachings, has observed that “difference is the begin-

ning of synergy.”7 When business leaders and managers on all 

levels bring this awareness to work, they are the catalysts for profound changes in the workplace — changes that enhance everyone’s ability to search for and fi nd meaning, on the job, at home, and within our entire human experience. 
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 Unconditional meaning, however, is paralleled by the unconditional value of each and every person. It is that which warrants the indelible quality of the dignity of man. Just as life remains potentially meaningful under any conditions, even those which are most miserable, so too does the value of each and every person 

 stay with him or her.8

Detecting Your Path

Of course, being fully human and living an authentic life at home, at play, and at work are formidable challenges. They involve a willingness to embark down a path of self-discovery, drawing heavily upon what Frankl refers to as our “will to meaning” — that is, our inherent capacity to continually search for meaning under all circumstances. This human quest for meaning in every moment creates a path of discern-ment that runs through all aspects of our lives. This quest, this path is of course a process, not a product, for during our lifetime there is no fi nal destination where everything comes to rest. This book offers guideposts along the way. 



In chapter 2, Viktor Frankl’s Lifework and Legacy, we 

look briefl y into the life and work of Dr. Frankl. As a mentor and author, he had a profound impact on my way of thinking and dramatically infl uenced my work and personal life. As the founder of Logotherapy, he brought powerful insights and compassion to the therapeutic world, leaving a legacy of wisdom that only increases over time. 



The many pathways to meaning are explored in chapter 

3, Labyrinths of Meaning, which also refers to the seven core principles of Frankl’s work introduced earlier. Each of these life-meaning principles is then more deeply explored in individual chapters: Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Atti-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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tude (chapter 4), Realize Your Will to Meaning (chapter 5), Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments (chapter 6), Don’t Work Against Yourself (chapter 7), Look at Yourself from a Distance (chapter 8), Shift Your Focus of Attention (chapter 9), and Extend Beyond Yourself (chapter 10). 

 One may say that instincts are transmitted through the genes, and values are transmitted through traditions, but that meanings, 

 being unique, are a matter of personal discovery.9

Chapter 4, Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Atti-

tude, examines the logotherapeutic concept of freedom of will. This concept is best described by Frankl’s famous quote in  Man’s Search for Meaning, “Everything can be taken from a man but . . . the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s way.” 10 The key ingredient here is the responsibility for choos-

ing our attitude, which lies solely and soundly with the self. 



Chapter 5, Realize Your Will to Meaning, explores 

Frankl’s concept of our will to meaning and how we bring our values to life at work. Logotherapy, according to Frankl, 

“considers man as a being whose main concern consists of fulfi lling a meaning and in actualizing  values, rather than in the mere gratifi cation and satisfaction of drives and instincts.”11

Giving meaning to work, in this context, means more than simply completing a task to receive a tangible reward, such as money, infl uence, status, or prestige. By committing to values and goals that might appear intangible but are nonetheless real and meaningful, we honor our deepest needs, just as we seek to do in our personal lives. 



The fundamental presumption is that only as individu-

als can we answer for our own lives, detecting in them each Life Doesn’t Just Happen to Us

9

moment’s meaning and weaving our own unique tapestry of existence. Chapter 6, Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments, goes farther — into the realm of ultimate meaning, or super-meaning. Frankl’s holistic views on the importance of our intuitive capacity for love and conscience offer great insight into how meaning reveals itself in everyday life and at work. 

Frankl has written: “Love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire. . . . The salvation of man is through 

love and in love.”12 Yet our ability to weave love into our 

lives, especially into our work lives, is not only sadly limited but also suspect in today’s measurable and impersonal world of work. 



Sometimes our most fervent desires and intentions are 

thwarted by our obsession with outcomes. In chapter 7, Don’t Work Against Yourself, the technique known as  paradoxical intention is examined and applied to work and everyday life situations. Frankl calls this form of self-sabotage  hyperintention.  The tendency to micromanage the work of others, for example, may create hyperintensive stress, performance anxiety, or even covert or overt actions of sabotage that can end up creating the opposite of the result sought by a manager. 

(A similar result also has been observed in cases where well-meaning parents, under the guise of parental guidance, try to micromanage their teenagers, who are predisposed to being contrarian!) Sometimes focusing too closely on a problem can keep us from seeing the solution. Likewise, becoming fi xated on a particular outcome often gets in the way of our best intentions. 



Chapter 8, Look at Yourself from a Distance, focuses on the notion of self-detachment and how, among other things, Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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it can help us to lighten up and not sweat the small stuff. 

Frankl observed, “Only man owns the capacity to detach himself from himself. To look at himself out of some per-

spective or distance.”13 This capacity includes that uniquely 

human trait known as a sense of humor. Frankl noted that 

“no animal is capable of laughing, least of all laughing  at itself or  about itself.”14 A dose of self-detachment frees us to be more receptive to the universe of opportunities in our lives. 



When Viktor Frankl was a prisoner in the Nazi concen-

tration camps, in order to cope with stress, suffering, and confl ict, he learned to defl ect his attention away from the painful situation to other, more appealing circumstances. In chapter 9, Shift Your Focus of Attention, we explore this skill and how it can be effectively used in the workplace and outside work. 



Self-transcendence is explored in chapter 10, Extend 

Beyond Yourself. This principle goes far beyond shifting the focus of attention from one thing to another. It takes us into the spiritual realm of ultimate meaning, where we see how our lives connect seamlessly to the lives of others. We see how being of service, no matter what the scale, is where our deepest meaning is realized. And we learn how to effectively manifest the human spirit in our personal and work lives by relating and being directed to something greater than ourselves. 



In chapter 11, Living and Working with Meaning, I 

weave my own views into Frankl’s lessons so that they can be integrated into daily work and life, bringing personal and ultimate meaning to all the moments of our lives. In this connection, I use one of Frankl’s methods of meaning analysis as a frame of reference for examining the extent to which our lives, including our work lives, are focused on meaning. 
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Finally, chapter 12, The Meaning Difference®, summa-

rizes both qualitative and quantitative research demonstrating the critical role of meaning in improving the quality of people’s lives, increasing happiness, and promoting health and wellness. The links between a personal sense of meaning and happiness, resilience, engagement, and health are examined, and the determining infl uence of the human quest for meaning on these quality-of-life factors is underscored for its existential value. Here we also get a glimpse at what trends related to the search for meaning loom on the horizon and what they portend for the future of the human race. 



So, let’s fi rst take a look at Dr. Frankl’s lifework, explore more fully the foundations of his meaning-centered approach, and see how we can apply his groundbreaking philosophy to work, workplace issues, and our personal lives. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in which you felt especially nega-

Moment

tive about your job or career. Perhaps you just didn’t like the work you were doing, or maybe you disliked 

your supervisor, boss, or co-workers (this may even 

be your situation today). Alternatively, recall a situation in your personal life, such as a relationship or family matter, about which you felt especially negative. Did you view yourself as a victim of circumstances that were outside your control, or did you feel responsible in some way for creating the situation and therefore feel ultimately responsible for dealing with it? What, if anything, did you do about it? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? What could you have done diff erently? 
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Meaning Question: What can you do to make your life or 

? 

your current work/job more meaningful? 

Ask yourself honestly, Am I a prisoner of my thoughts? Do I hold other people, including co-workers, family members, or friends, prisoners of my thoughts? 

 Life Doesn’t Just Happen to Us
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2

Viktor Frankl’s 

Lifework and Legacy

 I do not forget any good deed done to me, 

 and I carry no grudge for a bad one.15

It seems that I have known Viktor Frankl most of my life. It was in the late 1960s when I fi rst became acquainted with his work and read his now-classic book  Man’s Search for Meaning. While on active duty with the U.S. Army, I received formal training at Brooke Army Hospital (now called Brooke Army Medical Center) at Fort Sam Houston in San Anto-nio, Texas, as a social work/psychology specialist. In addition to the opportunity to work side by side with some of the best mental health professionals in the fi eld, this unique learning experience fueled my passion for studying various schools of thought and practice in psychiatry and psychology. Frankl’s work in particular had great resonance for me at that time, and it eventually became an integral part of both my personal and professional life. 



Over the years, in fact, I have had many opportunities to 15

apply Frankl’s teachings in my own life and work. In effect, I have been able to fi eld test the validity and reliability of his key principles and techniques, often in comparison with competing schools of thought and in situations that tested the limits of my personal resilience. It didn’t take me long to realize the effi cacy of his philosophy and approach, and I became a de facto practitioner of Logotherapy long before the idea for this book surfaced in my mind. 



Many decisive times in my life, including situations that involved my work or employment, could easily be described as turbulent and challenging. Such formidable, life-defi ning moments (although they often lasted much longer than a moment!) required a great deal of soul-searching for answers. 

I remember how truly out of balance — and yes, even lost — I felt at those critical times in my life. Parenthetically, I learned not many years ago from Thomas Moore, psychotherapist 

and author of the best-selling book  Care of the Soul, that our most soulful times are when we are out of balance rather than when we are in balance! In any event, it was especially during these meaning-centered moments that I found myself putting Frankl’s philosophy and approach into practice. 



Let me now share a work-related example that tested my personal resilience and how I applied some of Frankl’s core principles to deal with the situation in a responsible manner. 

This life-defi ning situation involved my full-time, albeit summer, employment with a large engineering and construction fi rm in New Jersey. I had recently graduated from college and was contemplating going to law school after my military service. With the help and urging of my father, I took a job with the contract administration department at this company with Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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the expectation that it would provide some useful legal experience and assist in my decision to pursue a career in law. My father, who was an engineer by profession, envisioned that some day I would work for him and his company as an attorney specializing in contract law. 



This type of career path, I should note, was a far cry from what I had envisioned for myself — I did not see myself as a corporate attorney. The only interest that I had in law at the time was how it could be used as an instrument for social policy and societal change. Such a perspective, especially during the Vietnam War era, did not bode well for my relationship with my father and my employer. In short, I felt trapped and believed I needed to resolve the situation quickly if I was going to survive the summer. Freedom in my sights, I began to plan my escape. My father had always been an authoritative fi gure in my life, but I was keenly aware of course that my particular situation, no matter how unbearable and confi ning it seemed to be at the time, could never be compared to imprisonment in the Nazi death camps! Again, I want to stress that in no way do I mean to make light of this comparison. 



I have Frankl to thank for helping me assess my situation and then choose my response to it. First, I decided up front that I would maintain a positive attitude toward the situation, especially since I had faith in my ability to orchestrate an eventual escape from my perceived predicament. Second, in no uncertain terms, the situation presented me with an opportunity to clarify and confi rm my values about the kind of work that I wanted to do and  not do. To use Dr. Frankl’s words, I was determined to realize my will to meaning and only do work that was aligned with my core values. 
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Third, during the short time that I was employed by this company, I was able consciously to practice the Logotherapy principles of  de-refl ection (shifting my focus of attention onto things that mattered to me) and  self-detachment (maintaining a sense of humor). Fourth, my experience at the company and in my particular job assignment helped me to identify and weave together the various strands of meaning that seemed most important to me — both in terms of the kind of work that I wanted to do and the kind of life that I wanted to live. 

Even though it meant standing up to and engaging in many heated arguments with my father so that I could declare the path that  I  wanted to pursue, I learned from this situation that it was worth the risk and effort! 



In the end, my passion to realize my will to meaning resulted in straining the relationship with my father, quitting my job, and changing my academic program objectives. In hindsight, however, the way that I chose to handle this particular situation — clearly  a  life-defi ning moment for a still relatively immature twenty-something 

— 

also increased my personal 

resilience for handling similar challenges in the future. 



As you have gathered, Frankl’s thinking has profoundly infl uenced my life and work paths over the years. I’ve also had the great privilege of meeting Dr. Frankl personally and seeking his counsel. This book, in fact, is a product of his guiding infl uence and personal encouragement. 

A Life with Meaning

Viktor Frankl’s calling came early. Long before the Holocaust took its horrifi c toll and became the ground from which sprang his most infl uential book,  Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl’s Prisoners of Our Thoughts

18

own search for meaning was already underway. At the tender age of sixteen, he gave his fi rst public lecture, “On the Meaning of Life.” Two years later, for his high school graduation essay, he wrote “On the Psychology of Philosophical Thought.” It was almost as though on some level he was preparing for the tragedy that lay in his future and the role he would play in giving hope to all of humankind after the hopelessness and despair of the Holocaust. At a young age, Frankl had become convinced that the human spirit is what makes us unique and that reducing life and human nature to “nothing but,” along the lines of many existentialist philosophers and psychiatrists of his time, denied or discounted any such spirit. 



However, it was not until he went through the hell 

of despair over the apparent meaninglessness of life — and struggled with the pessimism associated with such a reductionist and ultimately nihilistic view of life — that he was able to develop his therapeutic system of Logotherapy. At a conference in San Diego in 1980, Frankl said that he had wrestled with this view that undercut faith in life’s meaning, like Jacob with the angel did, until he could “say yes to life in spite of everything.” Interestingly, an earlier version of  Man’s Search for Meaning had this very quotation as its title. 



Frankl was born in Vienna, Austria, on March 26, 1905. 

It was the day Beethoven died, and in his autobiography, he is quick to note this coincidence and reveal his sense of humor by sharing a comment made by one of his schoolmates: “One 

mishap comes seldom alone.”16 His father, who had been 

forced to drop out of medical school for fi nancial  reasons, was a public servant who instilled in the young Viktor a Spartan rationality along with a fi rm sense of social justice. 
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For thirty-fi ve years, Viktor’s father had worked for the department of child protection and youth welfare. His mother, with whom he was very close, helped him develop his emotional side — the feelings and human connectedness that would inform his work as deeply as did his rationality. 



He was the second of three children and at an early 

age was affl icted with perfectionism. “I do not even speak to myself for days,” he said, referring to his anger at himself for not always being perfect. His astonishing and precocious interests led him to write to Sigmund Freud, with whom he had a correspondence throughout his high school years. It was a correspondence lost to Gestapo destruction years later, when Frankl was deported to the concentration camps. 



In 1924, at Freud’s request, Frankl published his fi rst article in the  International Journal of Psychoanalysis. He was nineteen years old and had already developed two of his fundamental ideas: First, that we ourselves must answer the question that life asks us about the meaning of our lives, and that we ourselves are responsible for our existence. Second, that ultimate meaning is beyond our comprehension and must remain so — we must have faith in it as we pursue it. These ideas were the basis for his observations during the years of his Nazi imprisonment. 

They survived the darkest tests imaginable and, in fact, grew in strength for Frankl even as they were most challenged. 



In 1924 he also started medical studies, and his growing professional recognition included a developing relationship with the renowned psychiatrist Alfred Adler. It was Adler who invited him to publish another article, this time in the International Journal of Individual Psychology. Frankl still was only twenty years old. 
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A year later, during public lectures in Germany, Frankl used the word  Logotherapy for the fi rst time. Frankl was not drawn to the dehumanizing and reductionist nature of psychotherapy. His work acknowledged human weakness but it went further, to acknowledge the underlying meaning behind weakness and the potential we all have to learn from and transform our weaknesses. “I am convinced,” he said, “that, in the fi nal analysis, there is no situation that does not contain 

within it the seed of a meaning.”17 This belief of an idealistic young man became the foundation of Logotherapy, which continues today to inform and inspire our human struggle to search for and fi nd meaning in our lives. 



But, as in most scientifi c disciplines, Frankl’s was not a simple, unchallenged path. By the time he received his medical degree in 1930, he was banished from the Adler circle because he chose to support an alternative point of view. He had already gained an international reputation for his work in youth counseling, however, and from 1930 to 1938 was on the staff of the psychiatric University Clinic in Vienna. 

When in 1938 the Germans invaded Austria, he had an 

established private practice in neurology and psychiatry. 



During the early part of the war, Frankl and his family were afforded a measure of protection because of his position as chief of the neurological department at Rothschild Hospital, the only Jewish hospital in Vienna. He risked his life and saved the lives of others by sabotaging, through the use of false diagnoses, the Nazi procedures requiring the euthanasia of mentally ill patients. 

It was during this time that he started writing his fi rst book,  The Doctor and the Soul, later to be confi scated by the Nazis. 



In September 1942, Frankl and his family were arrested Viktor Frankl’s Lifework and Legacy
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and deported to the Theresienstadt concentration camp near Prague. This was the beginning of three dark years of imprisonment during which Frankl lost his wife, Tilly, his parents, and his brother to the horrors of the Nazi prison camps. He was incarcerated at Auschwitz-Birkenau, Dachau, and fi nally, at Türkheim, where he nearly died from typhoid fever and kept himself going by reconstructing his manuscript on bits of paper stolen from the camp offi ce. In his autobiography, Frankl recollected, “I am convinced that I owe my survival, among other things, to my resolve to reconstruct that lost manuscript.” 18



In his book  Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl writes about his experiences in the concentration camps. He writes graphically and unfl inchingly about the treatment, torture, and murder of the prisoners. He also writes about the beauty of the human spirit — how it could transcend the horror and fi nd meaning under the most unimaginable circumstances. Frankl’s experiences and observations reinforced the principles of meaning he had developed in his youth. At the end of the war, as a survivor and as a psychiatrist, he knew that his theories of Logotherapy had greater authenticity and ever deeper meaning. He wrote about the ongoing nightmares resulting from his experiences, but he also knew those experiences laid the groundwork for his belief in self-transcendence and the will to meaning:

 I can see beyond the misery of the situation to the potential for discovering a meaning behind it, and thus to turn an apparently meaningless suffering into a genuine human achievement. I am convinced that, in the fi nal analysis, there is no situation that does 

 not contain within it the seed of a meaning.19



After the war, Frankl returned to Vienna and became 

director of the Vienna Neurological Policlinic, a position he Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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held for twenty-fi ve years. He also started a long and distinguished academic career that took him to the University of Vienna, Harvard University, and many other universities throughout the world. He received twenty-nine honorary doctorates during his life and wrote thirty-two books, which have been translated into twenty-seven languages.  Man’s Search for Meaning is considered by the Library of Congress to be one of the ten most infl uential books in America. 



In 1992 the Viktor Frankl Institute was established in Vienna. Today the institute continues to serve as the center of a worldwide network of research and training institutes and societies dedicated to advancing his philosophy and therapeutic system of Logotherapy and existential analysis. Frankl died peacefully on September 2, 1997, at the age of ninety-two. He remained creative, productive, and passionate to the end of his life. His very presence touched and helped others. 

Indeed, psychologist Jeffrey Zeig, who was privileged to know Frankl and his family, anchored his sentiments about the infl uence of Frankl in words taken from Albert Camus’s  The First Man: “There are people who vindicate the world, who help others just by their presence.” Without a doubt, Viktor Frankl was a man whose presence vindicated the world. 

A Legacy of Meaning

The infl uence of Frankl’s exceptional life and work has been profound. His writing alone has had an impact on people from all walks of life — educators, students, religious leaders (including Pope Paul VI), politicians, philosophers, psychologists, psychiatrists, and millions of others in search of meaning in their lives. Yet he was a humble man, modest, Viktor Frankl’s Lifework and Legacy
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and not interested in promoting himself in the fashion of the times. 



He was also inspirational to those whose lives were 

anchored in struggle. For example, one young man from 

Texas, Jerry Long, seventeen years old, was the victim of a paralyzing diving accident. He was left a quadriplegic and was able to type only by using a pencil-size rod that he held in his mouth. But he remained committed to becoming a 

psychologist because he liked people and wanted to help them. He wrote to Frankl as a college freshman after reading  Man’s Search for Meaning, remarking that his diffi culties seemed to be far less than those suffered by Frankl and his comrades. Jerry found new insights every time he read Frankl’s book. He said, “I have suffered but I know that, without the suffering, the growth I have achieved would not have been possible.” 



When he eventually met Dr. Frankl in person, he told 

him, “The accident broke my back, but it did not break me.” 20 

Despite his severe handicap, Jerry was able to fulfi ll his goal of becoming a psychologist, earning his doctorate in clinical psychology in 1990. Dr. Jerry L. Long Jr., who died in 2004, was an extraordinary, inspirational fi gure and, as Dr. Frankl rightly observed, was a living testimony to “the defi ant power of the Spirit.” Besides his contributions as a practicing clinician in Logotherapy and a teacher (he held several adjunct professorships in the Dallas/Fort Worth, Texas, area), Jerry excelled as a public speaker and motivational role model. 

Moreover, in 1998 he contributed a piece to a journal com-memorating the recently deceased Viktor Frankl, in which he included the following passage:
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 Once, after speaking to a large audience, I was asked if I ever felt sad because I could no longer walk. I replied, “Professor Frankl can hardly see, I cannot walk at all, and many of you can hardly cope with life. What is crucial to remember is this⎯ we don’t need just our eyes, just our legs, or just our minds. All we need are the wings of our souls and together we can fl y.”21



In Frankl’s words, “You do not have to suffer to learn. 

But, if you don’t learn from suffering, over which you have no control, then your life becomes truly meaningless. . . . The way in which a man accepts his fate — those things beyond his control — can add a deeper meaning to his life. He controls how he responds.” 22



In the death camps of Nazi Germany, Frankl saw men 

who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. “They may have been few in number,” he wrote, “but they offer suffi cient proof that everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” 23



This statement is perhaps one of the most often quot-

ed passages from Frankl’s work. U.S. Senator John McCain attributed his own survival as a prisoner of war in Vietnam for fi ve and a half years in large part to the learning he acquired from Frankl’s experience and teachings. In fact, Senator McCain began the preface to his memoir,  Faith of My Fathers (1999), with the same Frankl quotation. 



In the fi eld of work and meaning, references to Frankl’s work are numerous. Best-selling author Stephen R. Covey, who wrote The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, was particularly infl uenced by Frankl’s vision. In their book  First Things First: To Live, to Love, to Learn, to Leave a Legacy, Covey and his associates refer Viktor Frankl’s Lifework and Legacy
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to Frankl’s concentration camp experiences and cite the following passage from  Man’s Search for Meaning: “The single most important factor, he realized, was a sense of future vision — the impelling conviction of those who were to survive that they had 

a mission to perform, some important work left to do.”24



Viktor Frankl leaves a profound legacy. Through his life and his work, he reminds us that we all have important work to do, that whatever we do is important, and that meaning can be found everywhere, all the time. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal life or work in 

Moment

which you felt trapped or confi ned (this may even 

be your situation today). Perhaps you just didn’t 

have the freedom or authority to deal with the situ-

ation in the way that ideally you would have liked. What, if anything, did you do about it? What, in other words, was your escape plan? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In hindsight, what could you have done diff erently? 

Meaning Question: What is your vision of the kind of work that you really want to do or kind of life that you really 

? 

would like to live? 

Consider the hardships you have experienced in your personal and work life. How might Frankl’s experience in the concentration camps help you deal with such hardships in the past, present, or future? 
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3

Labyrinths of Meaning

 I wish to stress that the true meaning of life is 

 to be discovered in the world rather than within man 

 or his own psyche, as though it were a closed system.25

In an episode of the popular American television sitcom Frasier, the central character, Dr. Frasier Crane, played by Kelsey Grammer, is notifi ed that he will receive a Lifetime Achievement Award for his work as a psychiatrist and radio talk show host. Prior to the award ceremonies, Frasier seeks the counsel of his psychiatric mentor because he feels anxious and ambivalent about receiving the award. More fundamentally, however, the session with his mentor reveals that Frasier feels empty in spite of all his professional success. At the award ceremonies, his acceptance speech is noticeably brief and ends with the existential question, “Now what do I do with the rest of my life?” In this fi ctitious case, the concern is very real. Frasier had reached a critical point along his life path and couldn’t see where he was going next. Walking a labyrinth through all of its twists and turns is like this. 
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A labyrinth is not a maze or a puzzle to be solved but a path of meaning to be experienced. Its path is circular and convoluted but it has no dead ends. A labyrinth has one entrance — one way in and one way out. When we walk the path, we go around short curves and long curves; sometimes we are out on the edge, sometimes we circle around the center. We are never really lost, but, like Frasier, we can never quite see where we are going. Along the path we sometimes move forward with ease and confi dence; sometimes we creep ahead cautiously; sometimes we fi nd the need to stop and refl ect; and sometimes we even feel the urge to retreat. The center is there but our path takes us through countless twists and turns. Sometimes we are at the heart of our life experiences, sometimes we are at a playful turn; sometimes we share our path with others, and other times we don’t. No matter what, we are still on the labyrinth path. It holds all our experiences, in life and in work. And to draw upon the wisdom of the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus, we need to be aware that what looks like an  end point can also be a  beginning point. Indeed, in so many ways, the labyrinth is like life. 



Many great cathedrals were built on the sites of ancient labyrinths. At Chartres Cathedral in France, the eleven-circuit labyrinth on the fl oor of the cathedral is considered by some as symbolic of the ancient pilgrimage to Jerusalem. But the labyrinth is also a metaphor for what is sacred in our lives. Through its twists and turns, its ancient spaciousness holds everything we experience — our minds and emotions, our physical beings and our spirits, our losses and gains, our successes and failures, our joys and sorrows. When we walk the path inward, we carry our burdens with us. When we meditate or pray in the cen-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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ter, we ask for grace, forgiveness, and understanding. When we walk the path outward, we are lighter, more joyful, and ready again to take on our life’s challenges. 



Because of my Greek family heritage, which is rooted 

in Crete, I’ve long been fascinated with the Cretan labyrinth, a classic seven-circuit labyrinth dating back more than four thousand years. Some people believe the Cretan design evolved from the spirals found throughout nature, but it’s the ancient myth of Theseus entering the labyrinth at Knossos to fi ght the Minotaur that captured my imagination. As a child I wanted to explore the unknown; I wanted to be of service, even as I defi ed authority to fi nd my way along the twists and turns of the path. And as convoluted as it sometimes was, the path has remained my own. As I refl ect back, there is a harmony that I couldn’t have predicted. 



I encountered the work of Viktor Frankl more than thirty years ago, and although my work has changed dramatically over the years, his teachings about meaning remain the foundation of my working life. While serving on active duty with the U.S. Army in the late 1960s, I saw how the casualties of war — military  and  civilian — needed  to  fi nd meaning in order to heal. In Chicago in the 1970s, while working in the mental health fi eld, I saw how people with schizophrenia could fi nd meaning and create meaningful lives without drugs, psychosur-gery, or electroshock treatments. In the 1980s, I realized that linking the contradictions of business theory and practice was essential for an authentic life. In the 1990s, I began to understand that business could actually take the lead in societal and global transformation. And in the fi rst decade of the new millennium, I observed a major shift in consciousness among Labyrinths of Meaning
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people working in all sectors about what really matters in life and how that new awareness can be translated into making a positive difference for themselves and others. 



The labyrinth that is my life has taken me from the 

personal to the theoretical and back again. Yet it is Frankl’s deep belief in the inherent meaning of life that has steadily informed and inspired me, leading me deeper into my life path, deeper into authentic meaning. 

Exploring Our Work Lives As Labyrinths

When we explore our work lives as labyrinths of meaning, with all of the design features of classic labyrinths noted earlier, we deepen our experience. When we see our work as expressions of our bodies, minds, and spirits, we honor our inner lives as well as our connectedness to others and to the outside world. Meaning is everywhere. This is true whether we drive a bus or run a corporation. 



While attending a conference in New Orleans about a 

year before the devastating Hurricane Katrina, I had the opportunity to encounter and experience Winston, a chartered bus driver for attendees of major conventions. To his customers, at least initially, Winston is only a bus driver, someone who makes sure that they travel between their hotel and the convention center safely and on time. To Winston, on the other hand, his customers represent a labyrinth of experience as well as an important source of meaning at work and in his life. 



“Welcome to Nawlins,” Winston would say as he greeted 

everyone boarding his bus. In addition to pointing out what he felt were signifi cant sights along his route, he would ask passengers if they had any questions about the city and was eager Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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to offer  his recommendations to enhance their experience. He would tell jokes and get everyone laughing, and he was even able to engage all the passengers in a chant before the fi nal stop: “Don’t leave anything on the bus!” In short, Winston turned an ordinary bus ride into an extraordinary experience. 



As you can imagine, not every conference attendee 

appreciated Winston’s welcoming gestures, jokes, and counsel, preferring silence, especially in the early morning hours. 

However, because Winston showed a genuine interest in 

learning about his customers — who they were, where they were from, what they did, why they were in town — he developed a rapport with them that was very unusual. His engaging attitude, authenticity, and ability to connect with others added a dimension to the conference experience that was both memorable and meaningful. 



In no uncertain terms, Winston showed that he truly 

cared about people, that he found meaning in his encounters with his customers, and that he was fi rmly  committed to exploring his personal labyrinth 

— 

his inner bus 

route — through his work as a bus driver. In turn, Winston found deeper meaning in his work, and therefore his work had deeper meaning to him and to those with whom he connected. I pray that Winston survived Katrina and is able to continue his meaning quest, both for his sake and for those people who are fortunate to encounter him. 

Working the Corporate Labyrinth 

Business leaders and corporate CEOs would be wise to follow Winston’s lead, in my opinion. Yet in the corporate world it can be diffi cult to fi nd the daily moments of connection Labyrinths of Meaning

31

that nurture meaning. The bottom line is a harsh taskmaster, and the levels of accountability in a business or corporation might not lend themselves to daily gratifi cation.  Although the opportunities to honor one another through moments of personal connection may be limited, the need is there. Like everyone else, a business executive needs to feel appreciated, understood, and fulfi lled. The opportunities to feel connected beyond the boardroom and offi ce have to be actively sought. 

And even when successful businesspeople appreciate the link between their inner world and their business bottom line, they fi nd the task is not simply weaving together two ideals but more like creating a complex tapestry, comparable to the design of a labyrinth. 



For Tom Chappell, cofounder with his wife Kate of the company Tom’s of Maine, coming to terms with his business calling and his spiritual calling is a labyrinth of meaning that has lasted nearly forty years. It has taken him on a personal journey through the most intimate parts of his inner life, even if it did start with clean clothes, safe soil, and toothpaste. Let me explain. 



The 1960s and 1970s saw the beginning of the environ-

mental movement. One of the fi rst concerns was the chemical runoff that compromised the health of the soil and ultimately the groundwater systems, oceans, and lakes. In response, Tom Chappell developed Clearlake, a nonphosphate liquid laundry detergent that was environmentally friendly in both product and packaging. Next, Tom’s of Maine toothpaste, an all-natural, sugar-free product that did not harm the body, showed up in health-food stores. In those days, customers had to go out of their way to fi nd Tom’s of Maine toothpaste — ordinary supermarkets had no natural foods and products sections. 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Mostly through word of mouth, Tom’s of Maine tooth-

paste came to symbolize a personal stand on the ecology movement: Why use sugar to clean your teeth if sugar causes cavities? Why hurt the environment if you don’t have to? 

Tom Chappell had taken his personal environmental ethic and applied it directly to his business — in both product and process. Since 1970, Tom’s of Maine has fl ourished.  The eco-friendly company has made its living, and its reputation, through its fl agship toothpaste brand, as well as mouthwash, fl ossing ribbon, deodorants, soap, shampoo, shaving cream, decongestants, tonics, and herbal extracts made from natural ingredients and packaged in an environmentally friendly fashion — all now readily available at your local supermarket. 

Parenthetically, Tom’s of Maine was so successful that in 2006 

it became part of the Colgate-Palmolive Company, although it still strives to maintain its core values and mission. 



Forty years is a long time, however, and naturally Tom Chappell changed. In the mid-1980s, he faced a dilemma that would determine the direction and purpose of his company and of his life. Would Tom’s of Maine be a purely profi t-based company, or would he base the company’s success on what he could achieve with the profi ts? And there was a yet more compelling existential dilemma: was his company where he really belonged? 

Tom was feeling called by the Episcopal ministry and was considering leaving the company and going to the seminary. 



His labyrinth of meaning required heavy doses of ethical and personal decision making. His business had grown dramatically. The pressure to succeed at the bottom line — above all to grow profi ts — was reinforced by the MBA mentality of the new professionals who had joined his company. Some of Labyrinths of Meaning
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them even wanted him to add saccharin to his toothpaste so it would be more palatable to the mainstream market. His original vision of commitment to natural products was facing compromise by the emphasis on company growth and profi ts. 

He no longer felt himself and his values being refl ected by the company he had founded, and he found his company less and less fulfi lling. He began to search for inspiration elsewhere. 



In 1988 he enrolled on a part-time basis at Harvard Divin-ity School. For the next three years, Chappell spent two and a half days a week in Kennebunk, Maine, running the company, and the remainder of the work week going to school in Cambridge, Massachusetts. At Harvard he studied the writings of the great moral and religious philosophers and tried to relate their ideas to business in general and to Tom’s of Maine in particular. 



Chappell was infl uenced by the work of Martin Buber, 

the twentieth-century Jewish philosopher who argued that we can have either of two opposite attitudes toward others, leading to two very different types of relationships. In the I-It relationship, we treat other people as objects and expect something back from each relationship. In contrast, in the I-Thou relationship we relate to others out of respect, friendship, and love. In other words, we either see others as objects to use for our selfi sh purposes or we honor people for their own sake. Tom quickly recognized that he and Kate instinctively operated their company using the I-Thou relationship, but his professional managers were following the I-It model. 



Chappell was also deeply infl uenced by the writings of the eighteenth-century American philosopher Jonathan 

Edwards. Edwards believed that an individual’s identity comes not from being separate but from being in relationship with Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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others. Running with this notion, Chappell began thinking of Tom’s of Maine in this light, perceiving it not simply as a private company but as a company in direct relationship to employees, customers, suppliers, fi nancial partners, governments, the community, and even the earth itself. 



Chappell’s vision of his company as a social and moral entity as well as a business organization more deeply refl ected his spiritual beliefs, which in turn reinforced his connection to the outside world. His business continues to be a success in the broadest possible terms — satisfying his spiritual yearn-ings and will to meaning as well as the bottom line. Tom’s of Maine, founded on Chappell’s youthful ideals, effectively became his mature ministry. Indeed, following the ideals of 

Viktor Frankl, it can be described as a ministry of meaning.26

Finding Our Own Meaning in the Workplace

Meaning can be found anywhere, at any moment. Winston, the bus driver, effectively brings his spiritual self to life by seeing each bus-driving moment and passenger as an opportunity for compassion and connection. Even though his customers pass fl eetingly through his life, he fi nds meaning through the experience of encountering others in his work. Tom Chappell, the unorthodox corporate executive, brings meaning to his multimillion-dollar business through sustained connection to — and creative expression with — his employees, his 

customers, his products, and the planet.27



In the workplace, we can either choose actively to look for and fi nd meaning or we can see our jobs as something outside our “real” lives. If we choose the latter, we cheat ourselves out of an enormous amount of life experience. Even if Labyrinths of Meaning
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we think we hate our jobs, by stopping long enough to connect what we are doing to our broader relationship to meaning, we can fi nd rewards. The question, of course, is do we want to make such a meaningful connection? What if we don’t have the personal drive of a Tom Chappell or the human compassion of a Winston? What if we are in mundane jobs that are repetitive and boring? 

Our 

fi rst task is to stop complaining. If we are honest, we know how happy it can make us to fi nd something to complain about in our life, especially at work. It’s even more fun if we really do have something, or someone, to complain about. 

We often seem to create meaning by complaining. This can feel momentarily satisfying, but ultimately it undermines the integrity of our experience. It sucks the meaning out of our work and out of our relationship to our work. This doesn’t mean we won’t complain once in awhile, perhaps even whine and groan about the job. What it means is that we need to be aware of when and why we are complaining. Is it to bring a moment of simple relief? Or have we started to defi ne  our work by negative perceptions? 



All of us know people who habitually defi ne their work or job in this negative way, don’t we? For example, let’s take Bob, who for years has worked in the fi nancial services industry. In fact, Bob has had many moments of apparent career success, having attained key executive positions in several banks, including that of president. Bob’s labyrinth of meaning at work, however, has taken him through some dramatic twists and turns, and he rarely, if ever, seems positive or optimistic about his circumstances on the job and, by implication, in his life. As a consequence, Bob complains incessantly about his Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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responsibilities, colleagues, customers, community, and about every other aspect of his working life. If we were to discuss his experiences walking the labyrinth of meaning at work — that is, along his career path — we would hear nothing but stories of misery, negativity, and despair. Unlike Victor Hugo’s character Jean Valjean in  Les Misérables, Bob seems unable (or unwilling) to fulfi ll his meaning potential, due in large part to his negative, complaining posture toward his work. 



Complaining about our miserable jobs around the water-

cooler or starting a “bitch and moan club” at the offi ce might offer moments of camaraderie, but it doesn’t nurture meaning, for us or for others. The idea that work is neither fun nor fulfi lling, nor should it be, takes a huge toll on our ability to bring meaning to our work. When we make complaining a 

habit, we make meaninglessness a habit. Before long, we are invested in our complaining so deeply that all opportunity to see our work experience as a rich part of our lives van-ishes. Instead of taking the time to fi nd meaning, we take the time to fi nd and focus on meaninglessness. So from now on, ask yourself why you complain and, perhaps more important, what’s the payoff from your complaining. 



Remember also that the great complaint carnival is not a celebration; it’s a bandwagon of misery. Our complaints trivialize our experience — both at work and in our personal lives. When we complain, we disconnect. When we complain, we hold whatever or whoever we’re complaining about as a shield between us. We perpetuate an old community of victimization and helplessness. But when we take the time to communicate about our fears and insecurities — our real lives — we connect on a deeper, authentic level. When we Labyrinths of Meaning
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connect through this deeper humanness, we create a new community of support and possibility — a support that can nurture far beyond the realm of the watercooler. 



When we stop long enough to make this kind of authen-

tic connection, we can’t avoid meaning. It’s waiting for us around every watercooler, in every elevator, every cubbyhole, taxicab, conference room, and corporate boardroom. When we miss the meaning in our work life, we miss the life in our work. And when we miss the life in our work, we can’t help but become prisoners of our thoughts — confi ned within our own inner concentration camp. 



Viktor Frankl excavated the darkest despair and discovered meaning. He didn’t have to create the meaning — it was there waiting to be found. So it is in our personal and work lives. When we open ourselves to meaning, when we stop long enough to appreciate ourselves and others in meaningful ways, we immediately enhance the quality of our own lives as well as the lives of those around us. 



This does not mean that we deny our burdens, our grief, and our worries and sign on to some Pollyannaish perspective of the world. On the contrary. Frankl knew well the meaning of unavoidable suffering through his experience in the Nazi concentration camps. He also knew the darkest human behavior and the brightest light of human possibility — at the same time. He carried the awareness of both potentialities, and this awareness deepened his humanity and created in him a deep and abiding faith. He saw people rise out of the most depraved circumstances and offer all they had to others. He saw the manifestation of spirit on a daily, minute-to-minute basis. 



We all know generosity and grace — those moments when 
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someone says or does just the right thing, offers us the presence we need to see things more clearly, to feel comforted in a diffi -

cult time. So why, when so much of our lives happens at work, can’t such attention to one another also have a place? 



Our lives present us with a labyrinth of meaning, and so do our jobs, our careers, our livelihoods, our “work.” And the meaning is not always evident. Life and relationships unfold; they change; we change; sometimes we embrace the process; sometimes we change our circumstances and start over. This is true in work as well as in our private lives. Again, it is part of the labyrinth of our life. We are on one path and it takes us through many turns of fate and fortune, pain and pleasure, loss and gain. It is a path that shapes us, that uncovers our fears, that tests our courage, and that leads us to this very moment. It is a sacred path of individuality, and no one walks it but us. 



It is not easy to stay the course with reverence while walking the labyrinth. But no matter what our faith persuasion is — or whether we even have one — honoring our own path is essential if we are to know authentic meaning in our lives. And only when we know meaning in our lives can we really know meaning in our work.  Our will to meaning, not our will to pleasure or our will to power, is what illuminates our lives with true freedom. This is an extremely important distinction to make as we explore the ways in which we bring our will to bear on our lives and in our work. In the fi nal analysis, we are free to choose our responses to everything that happens in our lives, including those things that happen through our work. This strikes at the very heart of Frankl’s teachings and is the basis of the core principle to be explored in the next chapter. 
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Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal life or work life in Moment

which you were faced with a major decision to shift 

direction (this may even be your situation today). 

Perhaps you were faced with a family member or 

friend who was challenging your lifestyle habits or way of interacting with others. Perhaps you were faced with a boss or co-worker who was challenging your style or method of doing your job or fulfi lling  your responsibilities. Or maybe you found yourself in some kind of ethical dilemma or value confl ict that pressured you to change direction in some way, whether in your personal life or at work. What, if anything, did you actually do about it? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? What could you have done diff erently? 

Meaning Question: How do you deal with negativity and 

? 

habitual complaining in the workplace? In your personal life? 

How might the labyrinth metaphor help you fi nd greater meaning and fulfi llment in your personal life and work? Think about how you might use this metaphor in a constructive way with your co-workers and with your family members and friends. 
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4

Exercise the Freedom 

to Choose Your Attitude

 Everything can be taken from a man but . . . 

 the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude 

 in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s way.28

It was nearly midnight. It was time to jot down his fi nal thoughts before darkness fell around him. In just a few minutes, the lights would go out and his cell would no longer be a “writer’s study”; it would be a stark, confi ning dungeon. For almost twenty years, this had been his home, his offi ce, and his prison. But even though he knew it was not likely that he would ever see real freedom again, he remained true to his core values and life goals. He wrote several book-length manuscripts, stayed in touch with his loved ones, and persevered with optimism. His defi ant human spirit prevailed. 



With a great deal of pride, I can tell you that he is my great-uncle, General Stylianos Pattakos, a Greek patriot who served his country as a military offi cer and political leader through some of the most turbulent times in modern Greek history. Among other things, my uncle Stelios was one of 41

three offi cers responsible for setting up a military regime in Greece in 1967. He served in various ways, including as the country’s vice president, until another government takeover in 1974. 



Because of his role in the so-called Greek junta, Uncle Stelios was charged with the crime of treason and imprisoned. 

Thankfully, there was enough support for him as a person and as a Greek patriot that eventually his role in history was reconsidered and his life spared. In 1995, he was released and was fi nally able to share his story. As of this writing, Uncle Stelios, who is ninety-eight years old and in good health, has written ten books that comprise his personal memoir and an account of Greek political events. 



Like the renowned Viktor Frankl, Nelson Mandela, 

U.S. Senator John McCain, and Burma’s Aung San Suu 

Kyi — along with numerous unknown courageous and imprisoned people — Uncle Stelios was challenged to understand the deeper meaning of freedom as he dealt with the loss of personal liberties and human dignity. In other words, despite his physical incarceration, my uncle Stelios was called upon to rely on his will to meaning to gain a different kind of freedom — one from within himself — so that he could survive his long ordeal in prison. Putting political views aside, I want to emphasize the primary role that the will to meaning plays as an  intrinsic motivation for surviving extremely harsh circumstances such as imprisonment and other forms of inescapable human suffering. 



A story about Nelson Mandela, former president of 

South Africa and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, illuminates the relationship between personal freedom and impris-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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onment. The day that Mandela was released from prison on Robben Island, Bill Clinton, then governor of Arkansas, was watching the news. He quickly called his wife and daughter and said, “You must see this, it is historic.” As Mandela stepped out, Clinton saw a fl ush of anger on his face as he looked at the people watching; then it disappeared. 



Later, when Clinton was president of the United States and Mandela was president of South Africa, the two leaders met, and Clinton relayed his observation during Mandela’s release from prison. And because Mandela had always been a model of reconciliation with no spirit of revenge or negativ-ism, President Clinton candidly asked him to explain what seemed to have occurred on that day. President Mandela replied, “Yes, you are right. When I was in prison, the son of a guard started a Bible study and I attended; . . . and that day when I stepped out of prison and looked at the people observ-ing, a fl ush of anger hit me with the thought that they had robbed me of twenty-seven years. Then the Spirit of Jesus said to me, ‘Nelson, while you were in prison you were free; now that you are free, don’t become their prisoner.’”29



It’s neither proper nor possible to compare the ways in which each of these people endured unthinkable experiences. But in their presence in our lives, they represent all people who experienced suffering and triumphed, each in his or her own way. These people were compelled, under uniquely dreadful circumstances, to fi nd meaning within their imprisoned lives. Stripped of most of the freedoms we take for granted, as prisoners they were left with what Frankl called the “last of the human freedoms” — the freedom to choose their attitude in response to their life circumstances. 
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The Real Superman

This freedom to choose is available in every aspect of our lives. Yet it can be diffi cult, even when our lives are comparably safe and perceivably free, to do so. We all struggle with situations beyond our control. Bringing these aspects of our lives under our control — even if it is only our attitude toward the situations — is where our freedom takes shape, no matter what the circumstances. 



Christopher Reeve had it all. In addition to his early success on Broadway, he was known all over the world for his leading role in  Superman, the movie that made him a star. 

At the age of forty-two, his acting career was bright and his life was fi lled with unlimited possibilities. He was passionate about life on all levels and was intent on experiencing it with gusto. An all-around athlete, Reeve loved sailing and was a skilled equestrian, skier, ice skater, and tennis player. 



On Memorial Day 1995, however, the world held its 

breath as Christopher Reeve struggled for life. Reeve had been thrown from his horse in an accident that broke his neck and left him unable to move or breathe. The man who was Superman had become quadriplegic. But, as he wrote in his best-selling autobiography, appropriately entitled  Still Me, 

“I think a hero is an ordinary individual who fi nds strength to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles.” 30

And so the story of the real Superman continued. 



In the years after the accident, Reeve not only survived but  thrived — fi ghting for himself, for his family, and for thousands of people with spinal cord injuries in the United States and around the world. An inspirational force, Reeve Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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displayed his choice to maintain a positive attitude toward his situation on  Larry King Live, just ten months after his accident: “I am a very lucky guy,” he said. “I can testify before 

Congress. I can raise funds. I can raise awareness.”31



Christopher Reeve credited his wife, Dana, and his 

three children for quickly lifting him out of an initial morass of hopelessness. “You learn the stuff of your life (sports, movies) . . . that’s not the essence of your existence,” he said. “My relationships were always good. Now they have transcended. 

That’s why I can honestly say I am a lucky man.” He goes further:

 When a catastrophe happens, it’s easy to feel so sorry for yourself that you can’t see anybody around you. But the way out is through your relationships [emphasis added]. The way out of that misery or obsession is to focus more on what your little boy needs or what your teenagers need or what other people around you need. It’s very hard to do, and often you have to force yourself. But that is the answer to the dilemma of being frozen — at 

 least it’s the answer I found.32



Again we see it was the fact that Christopher Reeve 

exercised his freedom to choose his attitude about his life and work that enabled him to take the bold steps of confronting the unforeseen changes in his life path. By doing so, he was able to do more than simply cope with his personal suffering and loss. Reeve also unleashed his potential for self-healing and discovered a path to authentic meaning that might have gone unnoticed. As a by-product of his conscious choice, he was able to remind us that life is not to be taken for granted 

but to be lived fully, with passion, curiosity, and gratitude.33



Reeve was also an inspirational role model for others. 

Most notably, his positive attitude directly infl uenced his wife, Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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Dana, who not only took care of him for almost ten years after his riding accident but who also experienced another personal tragedy. In August 2005, even though she had never smoked in her life, Dana was diagnosed with lung cancer. The announcement came less than a year after Christopher’s passing. Yet I vividly remember watching Dana on television, still in an upbeat mood. When she was asked how she maintained such a positive outlook on life, Dana replied that she had had a “good teacher” — her husband. The American actress, singer, activist for disability causes, and wife of the real Superman died on March 6, 2006, at the age of forty-four. 



In life’s most diffi cult situations, our capacity to cope and our personal resilience are put to the test. It is then that the freedom to choose our attitude takes center stage. To exercise this freedom effectively, we must be able to view our situation from different vantage points; know who we are; and be fl exible and courageous enough to change when necessary, even if it means moving away from what is expected or considered normal. 



The responsibility for choosing our attitude lies solely with each of us. It cannot be transferred to someone else. This ultimate responsibility applies both to our personal and to our work lives. I have made this claim over the years to various corporate and government clients, especially in cases where workers, including executives and managers, seem intent on complaining about their working conditions rather than doing anything to change the situation. I’m reminded of a Far Side cartoon that shows people mingling at a “Part of the Problem” Convention — it illustrates to an absurd level how limited and negative our thinking can become. We celebrate Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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our freedom to choose our attitude at work only when we decide to move from being a part of the problem to becoming a part of the solution. 



In our personal lives, too, it doesn’t work to wait for solutions magically to arrive; we have to be a part of the solution. 

NBA coach Phil Jackson, in his book  Sacred Hoops, cautions us to remember that the best way to realize your dreams is to wake up! In other words, being part of any solution means taking action. And taking action involves more than just dreaming, no matter how vivid, how real, your dreams appear to be. 

Learning to Cope

Through our life experiences and the investment we make in personal growth and development, our repertoire of coping skills can and usually does change over time. We invest in ourselves — through such things as training or counseling — and the return on this investment is increased effectiveness in dealing with life’s situations: we build our capacity for accommodating change and managing transitions, even those that may appear to be out of our control, and we grow more resilient to the ebb and fl ow of life. 



In Frankl’s case, had he not adopted his coping beliefs upon his arrival at Auschwitz, he might not have been able to sustain his optimistic and passionate view about his chances of survival:

 Unless there was a 100% guarantee that I will be killed here on the spot, and I will never survive this concentration camp last part of my life, unless there is any guarantee, I’m responsible for living from now on in a way that I may make use of the slightest chance of survival, ignoring the great danger surrounding me in also all Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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 the following camps I had been sent. This, as it were, a coping, not mechanism, but a coping maxim I adopted, I espoused, at 

 that moment.34

By choosing his fundamental attitude, which he called his 

“coping maxim,” the coping mechanisms in his psychiatrist toolkit became more meaningful and effective. His decision to experience meaning under desperate circumstances enabled him to act on his own behalf as well as on behalf of others. 



What lessons can we learn from Frankl’s experience? 

Think about diffi cult situations in your personal life or work in which your attitude played a defi ning role in how well you were able to cope. Think about the coping mechanisms that were at your disposal. Did you choose to use them? Why or why not? How effective were you in coping with the situation? Now ask yourself a more fundamental question: What guides your coping skills? What principle or principles under-lie your decision making in complex, challenging situations? 

It can be diffi cult to articulate these deeper ideals and values in our lives. If nothing defi nitive comes immediately to mind, jot down your initial thoughts on this question for later use in framing a more complete answer. 



Ponder also the times when you observed people who 

were guided by their coping skills in diffi cult decision-making situations. You can probably identify cases of extraordinary resolve by your co-workers, family members, or friends during times of hardship — personal or professional. Although these situations may not have been as catastrophic as that experienced by Viktor Frankl, they may still have been formidable challenges to overcome or survive. 
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In the workplace, it is clear that some individuals are able to cope more easily than others with the outpouring of professional and occupational changes in today’s job market. 

Corporate downsizing, mergers and acquisitions, new technologies, career or job shifts, new working arrangements, and the trauma of unemployment are all part of our work lives. All of us can tell stories that illustrate the many ways in which people respond to these challenges. In the fi nal analysis, the most capable, responsible, and resilient individuals have adopted, consciously or unconsciously, a coping maxim and skills to guide and drive them toward meaningful resolutions. 



When we choose our attitude in light of what I would 

call true optimism, we actually make three choices:

1. We choose a positive attitude about the situation at hand. 

2. We choose an attitude that supports a form of creative visualization about what’s possible. 

3. We choose an attitude that generates passion for the action that makes the possible become a reality. 

In other words, being a true optimist requires more than positive thinking. Positive affi rmations, like good intentions, aren’t enough; we need to be able to visualize the possibilities that may result from our choice of attitude, and be able to feel the passion behind our choice of attitude that will help us actualize those possibilities. We each have the freedom to make these choices, but it is amazing how frequently we don’t. 

We either choose to abstain from taking full responsibility for what should be our conscious choices or choose, albeit Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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unconsciously, to remain frozen in thought patterns that may no longer serve our highest good. In short, we become prisoners of our thoughts. 



In my life and work, I have encountered clients, co-

workers, friends, and family members who are stuck in old habits of self-imprisonment. They display the power of negative thinking about a work or life situation, ensuring that they could never visualize a better tomorrow. Or they are so fearful of the unknown that they have essentially immobi-lized themselves, effectively avoiding any kind of risk. The ultimate freedom to choose their attitude and their future, no matter how desperate they may be, seems as foreign to them as a life in which they could feel fulfi lled and happy. 



I have seen many workplace situations in which orga-

nizational change has resulted in people losing their jobs. In one case, I had a friend, Tom, who had been let go by a high-tech fi rm after many years of faithful service. Although Tom clearly did not agree with the company’s decision to release him, and he felt that his value was neither acknowledged nor fully understood, he realized that he was given no choice but to move on with his life. 



Ironically, Tom had discussed leaving the company 

many times in the past, but he couldn’t bring himself to make the decision to leave on his own. And although he felt positive about his chances for a new position or new work, he was unable to visualize the possibilities. He even shared with me that he could not see himself doing something else. When the company’s decision to release him fi nally became a reality, he was forced to change his attitude. 



“For the most part,” he said, “my mind is racing a thou-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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sand miles an hour — which in itself is absolutely great. 

Maybe uncertainty brings out the best in us.” 



Forced to take a leap, Tom changed his attitude about 

his freedom and was thus able to change his attitude about his future. He is now combining several opportunities that more accurately refl ect his deep passion, values, and interests. Ironically, it took the company’s decision to let him go before he was able to see the possibility of realizing his meaning potential, his will to meaning. 



To show that it is never too late, let me share another example of how the freedom to choose your attitude can be exercised in a work-related situation. One of my good friends and colleagues was a creativity consultant in her late eighties. 

Like Viktor Frankl, Rebecca was a source of insight and inspiration, especially for those a lot younger who are facing changing circumstances. Because of a severe hip injury, Rebecca was confi ned to a wheelchair, which severely restricted her ability to move around, travel, and generally live her active life. Refusing to be dismayed, she remained positive about her plight, visualized a redesigned work situation for herself, and took action to bring it about — all at the age of eighty-nine years young! Rebecca continued to consult with individuals and organizations, but with a renewed focus on disabled workers, until her passing several years later. More than simply positive thinking, hers was a case of true optimism. She exercised her freedom to choose her attitude under diffi cult circumstances and expanded her life creatively in a new way. 



Here’s another person who demonstrates the ageless 

wisdom of true optimism. In October 2006, Ralph Waldo 

McBurney, usually known as Waldo, was recognized as the Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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oldest worker in America by Experience Works. At the time he was 104 years old and was recognized as a national symbol for his longevity and work ethic. An avid runner, Waldo set international records in track and fi eld events and was still competing well after his 101st birthday! One of the most remarkable things about Waldo and his life story, however, is that he published his fi rst book in 2004. I proudly display Waldo’s book in my personal library for what it says about life and for its inspirational title:  My First 100 Years!  How’s that for choosing a positive attitude and being a true optimist? 

Although Waldo left us in July 2009, when he was almost 107 years old, his life-affi rming legacy will live forever. 

Exercising Your Freedom

We all have this ultimate freedom to choose our attitude, but each of us must make an active choice to exercise our freedom. Often we are unaware of our attitudes toward something (or someone), or we may not want to address the possibility of changing our attitude — let alone be willing to do so. So when you face a challenging situation, these are the fi rst questions to ask yourself: Am I aware of my current attitude toward the situation? If necessary, am I willing to change my attitude? 



This reminds me of a conversation that I had with one 

reader of  Prisoners of Our Thoughts, a physician. He said, 

“Alex, I really like your book. I only have one question. I don’t really understand the fi rst principle: Exercise the freedom to choose your attitude. Why would I want to do that if I already have an attitude?” 



Obviously, this particular reader didn’t get the message I was trying to convey! Fortunately, after some discussion, he Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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understood the meaning behind the principle and has used it effectively in his medical practice (for example, as a way to improve doctor-patient communication) and his personal life ever since. 



Here is a quick exercise that can help you address these questions and issues, not only by opening up new possibilities but also by helping you to exercise your freedom to choose your attitude. 



To begin, think of a situation in your personal life or at work that is or was especially stressful, negative, or challenging for you. Now take a deep breath, and write down ten positive things that could result — or did result — from this situation. Notice any resistance you have to doing this. 

(Sometimes it’s easier to stay mad, self-righteous, or right.) But just let your mind loose and entertain the possibilities. 

Write down whatever comes to mind fi rst. Continue to 

stretch your imagination and suspend judgment, listing whatever comes into consciousness, no matter how silly, far out, or unrealistic your thoughts appear to be. Feel completely free to determine or defi ne what positive means to you. 



After you have completed your list, look at it closely and let the positive become possible in your thinking about the diffi cult situation. Sometimes this is very hard to do. It requires letting go of old ways of thinking, of pain, remorse, disappointment, frustration, perhaps even of grief and anguish. But this exercise levels your playing fi eld of possibilities for the future and opens you to deep optimism no matter how challenging your circumstances. 



When I was introduced to this exercise, I was given the following instruction: “List ten positive things if you died Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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today.” I was unaccustomed to discussing, let alone exploring, the possibilities of my death and thought the exercise totally absurd. It turned out to be the opposite. In fact, the participants at my session, including yours truly, had a great deal of fun with this exercise once we allowed ourselves the freedom to let go. Most of us were eventually able to see the silver lining in something even as catastrophic as our death. Our group energy increased dramatically, and we all had opportunities to learn new things about ourselves, each other, and the often-taboo topic of death. I have since used this exercise with hundreds of client groups with similar success. 



If we can fi nd something positive to say about our own death, it should be easy to fi nd something positive to say about our work situation, family life, and so forth, don’t you think? 

My experience over many years is that no matter how catastrophic the event seems, whether personal or work-related, eventually something positive  always results from it. 



Let me share a personal experience that may help to 

clarify what I mean. Years ago, while still a full-time professor, I was driving to campus early one morning to teach a class. It was a very peaceful morning, there was no traffi c, and I was enjoying the solitude as I listened to relaxing music on the radio. I remember driving down a tree-lined street, with a grass island in the center and cars parked tightly on both sides. Coming up the street toward me was a school bus van, the only other moving vehicle in sight. Suddenly, for no apparent reason, I saw the van veer out of control and crash into one of the parked cars on its side of the street. I couldn’t believe it! Immediately I stopped my car and rushed over to the van to see what I could do. 
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The front of the van was crushed, and I could see and 

smell smoke. While I prayed that someone in the neighborhood had heard the crash and called 911, I pulled the driver, a young woman, out of the vehicle and, as carefully as I could, carried her to a nearby lawn. I could tell she was injured and upset by what had happened. She began to cry as she wailed, 

“Oh, no, what am I going to do? I just got this job; my parents are going to kill me!” 



Still waiting for someone, preferably an ambulance, to arrive and help with the situation, I was at a loss for what to do at that particular moment. I wanted to keep the young woman as calm as possible. Without really thinking about the consequences, I looked her straight in the eyes and said: 

“Let’s list ten positive things about this accident.” I started with: (1) there were no children in the school van; (2) there was nobody in the parked car that was struck; (3) neither vehicle had exploded or was on fi re, at least not at that point; (4) somebody was around to help her in her moment of need; and (5) she’s still alive and conscious. By the time we identifi ed only a few of the items on the list of positives, the driver actually began to smile! When the ambulance fi nally arrived, and I explained to the emergency medical technician what we had done while waiting, he said that her shift in attitude had most likely prevented her from going into shock. 



A key lesson to be learned from this experience: even 

if you don’t see the cognitive or emotional benefi ts of maintaining a positive attitude toward a situation you are facing, whether it is at work or in your personal life, please consider the physiological benefi ts. One of the real powers of positive thinking is that it is good for your health! 
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From the perspective of work, here now are some trigger questions that have been posed in a number of settings:

•  List ten positive things that would happen if you lost your job today. 

•  List ten positive things that would happen if your department was eliminated. 

•  List ten positive things that would happen from a break-down in a production line. 

•  List ten positive things that would happen if the work week was changed from fi ve days/eight hours per day to four days/ten hours per day. 

•  List ten positive things that would happen from a 20 

percent budget cut. 



In each of these situations benefi ts were found, both in process and product outcomes. First, everyone involved acknowledged that they were free to choose their attitude and view their situation from many different perspectives. 

Second, no matter how desperate the situation or condition confronted, everyone acknowledged that something positive could result, even in the situations that seemed ridiculous at fi rst. Also, in responding to these questions, the positive energy among individuals, especially in work groups or teams, increased dramatically. The varied opportunities to view the situation or condition in a new light increased, as did the ideas and opportunities to resolve the challenges. Through this exercise, the participants learned an effective way to release themselves at least partly from their self-imposed thought prisons. 



Before moving on, let me share a few more practical illus-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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trations of how this exercise can work in everyday life and at work. Let’s start with a unique application of the Ten Positive Things Exercise in the workplace. The situation involved a client training session I was conducting in Alaska with the U.S. 

Forest Service. At the end of the fi rst day of a two-day session, I overheard comments from one of the more macho male participants, Paul, that he was not at all interested in the training and didn’t feel that it was relevant to him. The Ten Positive Things Exercise had been introduced and practiced that after-noon, and Paul obviously was not impressed. 



The next morning when I returned to the training venue, I noticed Paul sitting beside two female participants, laughing and giggling. When I asked him what had happened, he reported that when he went home the evening after our session, he was shocked to learn that his teenage daughter had received a tongue piercing and was now sporting a new piece of jewelry in her mouth. Angry and upset, Paul argued with his daughter and wife; in short, he had a terrible night with his family. When he returned to the training session, looking tired and depressed, he confessed to his two female co-workers what had happened. Immediately, they asked him to list ten positive things from his daughter’s tongue piercing. Working together, they not only came up with many potential positives to be gained from his stressful experience (for example, his daughter wasn’t pregnant, she hadn’t gotten a tattoo) but also fostered an entirely new⎯and positive⎯attitude toward his daughter and the training session! Indeed, things could have been worse for his teenage daughter, and doing the exercise put this situation in perspective for Paul and helped him change his attitude about it. 
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Here’s another example of this exercise in action — with a unique twist. It proved to be a rather strange yet deeply meaningful experience. I had been asked to conduct a workshop on the principles in  Prisoners of Our Thoughts for inmates at a state penitentiary. The idea of discussing ways to escape one’s inner mental prison with actual inmates, many of whom had served or had been sentenced to serve many years in prison, was an unusual and challenging opportunity for me. Indeed, this invitation forced me to practice what I preach in one of the most humbling and learning-intensive environments I had ever encountered. Like the Asian Tsunami disaster relief experience described in the preface, this situation posed an extraordinary acid test of the meaning-centered principles in action. 



“Okay, everyone, I now would like you to list ten positive things about being in prison,” I told the group of about two dozen inmates, who looked at me like I was crazy. In a room designated primarily for education and training purposes, the inmates sat at tables arranged in a circle and began writing (each participant had been given a pad of paper and a small pencil, which were confi scated immediately at the end of the session for security). Some inmates grumbled and some laughed at what they had been asked to do, but all participated in the exercise in one way or another. 



As expected, some participants were unable to fi nd anything positive in their incarceration, at least until they heard what their fellow inmates had to say. Some participants were very serious in the way they framed their responses to this exercise, while others let their imaginations soar with a sense of humor that might have seemed out of place under such circumstances. 
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Here are some examples across the spectrum of what was said:

•  “Society is now protected from me since I’m locked up.” 

•  “I now know what I don’t want to do with (the rest of) my life.” 

•  “I can be a role model for others so that they don’t do what I did.” 

•  “I’m no longer homeless!” 

•  “I’ve learned who my real friends are and who aren’t.” 

•  “I’ve been reborn and now value life and freedom like never before.” 

•  “I get to work out a lot.” 



Of course these refl ections comprise only a quick snap-shot of what was shared by the participants. The exercise was able to lift the heavy weight of the energy in the room and tap into the human spirit of all participants. They no longer had to think and act only as prison inmates, so each person could experience, even with a sense of humor, the sharing of his authentic thoughts and feelings with the others. In turn, the experience enabled everyone to explore what some might call the silver lining in their personalized life predicaments. 

And by being challenged  not to be prisoners of their thoughts, even though they were obviously prisoners by defi nition, all participants had the chance to exercise the freedom to choose their attitude⎯the ultimate freedom of all human beings⎯in spite of the circumstance of being physically incarcerated in an actual prison from which they could not escape! 



Finally, here is a situation that involved another reader of  Prisoners of Our Thoughts who was having diffi culty grasping and applying the notion that he had the freedom to choose Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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his attitude even under trying circumstances. Mark had just learned that his wife of twenty-four years had been diagnosed with breast cancer. It was an aggressive cancer, found in two spots, one of which was invasive. Mark was devastated and told me that he fi rst experienced shock and disbelief, along with a heavy dose of denial, followed by what he described as “God-awful anxiety.” For several days after learning about his wife’s disease, “the longest of my life,” Mark couldn’t stop crying. In short, he didn’t know what to do. 



In the midst of his despair, Mark remembered the Ten 

Positive Things Exercise he had read about in my book and decided with his wife to give it a shot. Here are some of the items on their list of positives that they shared with me: 1. My wife went by herself for the biopsy results. At fi rst, I was angry as I felt it was my place to accompany her. 

Then I had the realization that for her, it was an act of bravery to spare me. She called one of my friends at work and asked him to come to my offi ce so that I wouldn’t be alone when she phoned me with the bad news. I’m 

privileged to have a marriage where a spouse can dem-

onstrate that depth of caring for me. 

2. Two years ago I (Mark) went through a challenging double hip replacement. The immediate surgery, rehabilitation, pain tolerance, etc., took about twelve weeks. One achieves a sense of almost total normalcy in about a year. 

During this time I took the opportunity to lose weight, improve my health, and get as fi t as I’ve ever been in my life. Somehow, in some way, I’m wondering if all of this took place fi rst as preparation for the battle to come. If I ever needed to be physically ready, now is the time. 
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  3. Family, neighbors, and friends have drawn together as a tribe now united in a sacred battle to save my wife’s life. 

I’ve witnessed so many people demonstrate their support and caring that I’m left somewhat speechless. My wife is fi ercely loved by many, many people and I, too, am the recipient of their support. 

4. It’s almost as if my whole life has been a preparation for this test. In some uncanny way I feel like this is exactly where I belong. Make no mistake, I’m terrifi ed. But I’m also resolved to stand my ground with her come what may. 

5. I tend to be a skeptic and somewhat pessimistic by nature. 

Right now, my wife is asking me to help her attach to her anger. She wants to fi ght and she wants me to get her mad enough to survive. I am now being given the supreme 

opportunity to relentlessly practice being positive, day in and day out. Minute by minute. If ever I had a moment of swallowing my fear and acting in spite of it, this was it. 

6. She and I have confi rmed how close we are, but our inti-macy is only going to increase in the days ahead. Love is a profoundly mysterious thing. 

7. As humans, we tend to see a lifespan as having a narrative arc — from childhood to old age. Any interruption of the unfolding story is seen as tragic. Maybe that’s not it at all. 

Maybe the universe exists because goodness requires it. And maybe what it’s all about is that humans were to evolve to discover/create love and meaning — because that’s God’s nature expressing itself. If that’s at least possible, then my wife has accomplished many lifetimes already through her children, her friends, and her relationship with me. That can never be undone; it exists forever. 

 Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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I thank Mark (not his real name) and his wife for sharing their very personal experience with me. Again, as Frankl advised, the way that people accept their fate — those things beyond their control — can add deeper meaning to their life. Such has proven to be the case for Mark and his wife. 

Through their inescapable suffering, their lives have been enriched with new-found meaning. As they continue to wage their battle with the disease and seek a path to recovery, this meaning will always be with them, providing much-needed support and strength along the way. 

 As a human phenomenon, however, freedom is all too human. 

 Human freedom is fi nite freedom. Man is not free from conditions. But he is free to take a stand in regard to them. The conditions do not completely condition him. Within limits it is up to him whether or not he succumbs and surrenders to the conditions. 

 He may as well rise above them and by so doing open up and enter the human dimension. . . . Ultimately, man is not subject to the conditions that confront him; rather, these conditions are subject to his decision. Wittingly or unwittingly, he decides whether he will face up or give in, whether or not he will let himself be 

 determined by the conditions.35



We have courageous role models to learn from as we 

explore the vast reaches of our own freedom. Many are public heroes, honored by history or celebrity status. Others can be found in our friends, in our families, and in our communities. My own Uncle Stelios, through his choices, attitudes, and commitment to his own values and future, embodies for me the many facets of Viktor Frankl’s meaning-centered philosophy. Although we may not be totally free from the conditions or situations that confront us — in our personal and work lives — the important thing is that we can choose how we respond, at least through our choice of attitude. Accord-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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ing to Frankl, this is not only our right as human beings; it is our full human beingness to be free. All we have to do is resist the temptation of remaining a prisoner of our thoughts and choose this freedom, no matter what. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal or work life in 

Moment

which you consciously exercised the freedom to 

choose your attitude about it (this may even be 

your situation today). Perhaps you were faced with 

a diffi

cult relationship with a family member or friend or were facing a diffi

cult boss or co-worker. Or perhaps you were confronted by a change in living arrangements, health status, or job/career. What was your attitude at fi rst toward the situation? How did your attitude change? What, if anything, did you actually do about changing your attitude? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? What could you have done diff erently? 

Meaning Question: How do you maintain a positive attitude 

? 

in your personal life and at work? 

How might Frankl’s notion of a coping maxim (an overall belief about coping) help you fi nd greater meaning and fulfi llment in your personal life and work? Think also about how you might use this technique in a positive, constructive way with your family, friends, and others in your personal life, as well as at work with your colleagues. 

 Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude
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Realize Your Will 

to Meaning

 A man who becomes conscious of the responsibility he bears toward a human being who affectionately waits for him, or to an unfi nished work, will never be able to throw away his life. He knows the “why” for 

 his existence, and will be able to bear almost any “how.”36

“It’s going to be a fun week, sailing the  Endeavor,  tennis, golf, eating, drinking. All the things we are best known for,” said former Tyco CEO Dennis Kozlowski. This statement was 

recorded on a videotape of a two-million-dollar birthday bash that Kozlowski threw for his wife on the island of Sardinia in 2000. An edited version of the tape was shown to jurors at Kozlowski’s larceny trial, providing further evidence that Tyco had funded its ex-CEO’s lavish lifestyle for years before he resigned in June 2002. Alas, Sigmund Freud would be proud, for Dennis Kozlowski demonstrated that Freud’s theory of the pleasure principle, also known as the will to pleasure, is alive and well in corporate America! 



Tyco, of course, is not the only major company in recent times that has faced public scrutiny and the wrath of government regulators and the courts because of corporate scandals. 
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Nor is Kozlowski the only corporate executive to have gained such infamous notoriety. Do the names Ken Lay (Enron), Bernie Ebbers (Worldcom), and Martha Stewart ring a bell? 

And what about Bernard Madoff, the former chairman of the NASDAQ Stock Exchange and Ponzi scheme master — to 

say nothing of the illicit dealings of those CEOs and other executives, on and off Wall Street, associated with government bailouts of fi rms that were deemed too big to fail during the fi nancial meltdown and economic crisis of 2008 and after? Incidentally, there are Web sites dedicated to profi ling many of these individuals and highlighting the most notori-ous of the corporate scandals in which they were involved. 37

Unlike Tyco’s Kozlowski, it should be noted that many of these executives did (or do) not appear as interested in following Freud’s will to pleasure as they were (or are) in pursuing Alfred Adler’s will to power (in Adler’s words, “striving for superiority”). Adler, you may remember, was a contemporary and mentor of Viktor Frankl. 



To Frankl, however, both Freud’s will to pleasure and 

Adler’s will to power were manifestations of something missing, which hinted that there was another explanation for the kinds of behaviors exhibited by the former corporate icons identifi ed here. In effect, the need or drive to seek pleasure à la Freud and the relentless pursuit of power à la Adler were really just attempts to cover up — but not necessarily fi ll — a void of meaning in the lives of these individuals. Put differently, because their will to meaning had been frustrated, for whatever reasons, they chose alternative paths to follow — paths based on the premise that pleasure or power or both would be able to replace what had been missing. 
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Only the search for meaning, Frankl would say, holds 

the potential to bring the kind of authentic enrichment and fulfi llment that most people desire from their work and in their personal lives. And it is the ability to realize our will to meaning — our authentic commitment to meaningful values and goals that only we can actualize and fulfi ll — that  guides us in the quest to tap into this distinctly human potential. 

Unlike Freud or Adler, Frankl considers this the main concern of human beings, rather than the gratifi cation of drives and instincts. 



We’ve seen examples of people, including corporate 

executives, who demonstrate the central importance of 

Frankl’s will to meaning in their work lives (for example, Tom Chappell of Tom’s of Maine). While such individuals may also want (or seek) pleasure and authority, that is not their primary motivation. Other examples are Bill Hewlett and David Packard, who built their company, Hewlett-Packard, from its start in a one-car garage into one of the world’s most admired success stories, guided by a particular set of meaningful values, known as the HP Way, for identifying and meeting their objectives, working with one another, and dealing with 

customers, shareholders, and others.38



It is important to recognize that not all values are created equal. Actualizing such values as those associated exclusively with pleasure and power would not, for Frankl, constitute the way to fulfi ll authentic meaning. Instead we might consider something said to me by a government employee, who referred to values as the “things that make life worth living.” 

In other words, by relying on our moral compass, or what psychologist and author James Hillman refers to as our “soul’s Realize Your Will to Meaning
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code,” 39 we may uncover values that are deeply meaningful and worth pursuing in our work and in our personal lives. As we shall see in this chapter, a personal (and organizational) commitment to such positive, life-affi rming values is clearly a manifestation of Frankl’s will to meaning! 

Searching for Pleasure and Power

How many of us have looked forward to a beautifully planned holiday and then felt disappointed after it was over? How often does the promise of pleasure captivate us, only to leave us unsatisfi ed afterward, no matter how perfect it seemed at the time? This is true with everything from drugs and sex to pay raises and vacations. It’s the  promise,  the anticipation of pleasure that we are lured by; pleasure itself is fl eeting  and often hard to capture. We come down with a cold on the plane to paradise. We receive a sad phone call from a family member that dashes plans for a romantic evening. Our teenage daughter or son puts a dent in the new car and it’s no longer perfect. We feel excited about what we purchased during a shopping spree, only to fi nd the thrill gone after a week. 

Moments of true pleasure — like authentic happiness — come to us when we aren’t looking for them. They are unexpected gifts, moments that transcend our planning and even our perception of pleasure. 



The search for power in our lives is parallel to our search for pleasure. It too is “out there.” Power over our employees, our bosses, our customers, our shareholders, our kids, the waitress in a restaurant, or a clerk in a retail store is illusory at best and terribly destructive at worst. We think we might have power, but we never know for sure. Even if we do, in Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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the power game there’s always an opponent; the ground is always shifting. Much like Sisyphus, the Greek hero who was ordered by the gods to push a big rock uphill only to see it slip out of his hands at the last moment, our search for power becomes  an  endless — and  joyless — undertaking. 



A few decades ago, when group therapy took center 

stage in the self-awareness movement, one exercise in particular illuminated the power principle. A group was asked to spend some time together to choose a leader. After they had carefully selected a leader, the group was then asked to go back and select the person most responsible for choosing the leader. It was the leader behind the leader who was the real leader. When power is the stage, there’s always another power waiting in the wings. Power is an exhausting game to play and, like pleasure, power is fl eeting and always subject to unforeseen forces. 



Yet these two principles in life 

— 

power and plea-

sure — have been the focus of much attention and analysis in psychotherapy and have been used as platforms for designing and managing organizations and work. As we have already discussed, the father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, weighed in on the pleasure principle; Alfred Adler, also known as the founder of individual psychology, weighed in on the will to power. A huge body of work has gone into defi ning us by these principles — both of which involve forces from outside ourselves. 



Here, in the vast exploration of our inner and outer 

lives, Frankl’s will to meaning rises above and distinguishes itself from the will to pleasure and the will to power. The will to meaning comes from  within. Only we can fi nd it, control Realize Your Will to Meaning
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it, and fulfi ll it. It is meaning that sustains us throughout our lives, no matter how little or how much power and pleasure come our way. Most important of all, meaning sustains us through any pain and suffering we must endure. 



In his book  Full Catastrophe Living, Jon Kabat-Zinn writes about staying connected to our original wholeness no matter what challenges to our health, well-being, and welfare we face. His book explores the lives of many people for whom life-threatening illness became a transforming experience. 

They connected not only to others in a way that anchored them in love, acceptance, and forgiveness, but also to themselves. Some survived and triumphed over illness, while others didn’t. However, they all deepened their experience in ways that honored meaning in their lives as well as in death. 



When we take the time to cultivate our relationship 

to our original self, all our experience becomes grounded in meaning. This was true for Frankl when he observed the behavior of those imprisoned in the Nazi concentration camps; it was true for those interviewed throughout Kabat-Zinn’s book; and it’s true for anyone who has survived tragedy and allowed their grief to break open their heart to tenderness. When tenderness prevails, we love and forgive ourselves and others. When the opposite happens, when bitterness seals our hearts shut, we are isolated from ourselves, from others, and ultimately from meaning itself. 



If we take the time to think about our friends, we all know someone who has survived tragedy yet somehow 

retained deep cheerfulness and optimism as the way through life. One person I know, Charlotte, not long ago lost a twenty-one-year-old son who had suffered from autism. Only months Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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before her son’s death, I spoke with Charlotte about the challenges and, yes, burden of raising an autistic child. Charlotte described the experience candidly, noting that it was not always easy for her or her husband over so many years. She recalled reading Frankl’s book  Man’s Search for Meaning on several occasions during this time, underscoring its infl uence on her thinking and actions during some of the most diffi -

cult moments. Charlotte was able to fi nd deeper meaning in her experience as a parent, no matter how diffi cult the challenges were, and she learned much about her own humanness through her relationship with her disabled son. When her son died suddenly at such an early age, it became clear that his life and legacy became the ground out of which the rest of Charlotte’s life would be shaped. Signifi cantly, it has become a life shaped by love, generosity, meaningful work, and social activism. 



Our culture has a long tradition of separating work from play, profession from recreation. We draw arbitrary boundar-ies around our work lives, sometimes thinking that it protects our loved ones from stress, sometimes to protect ourselves from the stress. Yet our work, whether we run a company, drive a bus, make a quilt, cook a meal, or clean a hotel room, is a refl ection of the presence or absence of meaning in our lives. 



Although it may seem far-fetched, when we clean a 

hotel room or a home, we participate in an ancient ritual that honors the sacred nature of a human being; and cleanliness is placed next to holiness. In tribal and nomadic cultures, for instance, cleanliness and beautiful surroundings are part of daily life. The dirt fl oor is swept; art is carved or Realize Your Will to Meaning
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painted on the mud walls. Often when the conditions are most challenging and sparse, the people are colorful in dress and jewelry. They themselves bring beauty to their austere surroundings. 



In Tibet, in Navajo country, in India, the brilliant dress and vibrant jewelry worn by “impoverished” people celebrates the deep meaning in their lives as well as their awareness of their “riches.” It’s interesting that in the 1980s in the United States, when commercial wealth was on the rise, the grunge movement became an expression of young people. Perhaps there is a kind of freedom in having little in the way of material possessions that liberates us to celebrate ourselves more deeply. Perhaps material excess, which in many ways is closely associated with both the will to pleasure and the will to power, hinders our ability to celebrate our spiritual awareness and the inherent beauty and meaning in our lives. 



In the Buddhist tradition, the cook and the temple 

cleaner may be the most important teachers in the com-

munity. They are honed by their humbleness and by their attention to the details of daily life. Their attention creates meaning, and it is this — not their talks and teachings — that draws students to them. Sometimes the cook and the cleaner appear as Buddhist jesters, playing with their humble roles, hiding behind them, watching for ripe students to come their way. They are cleaners and cooks in waiting. If you talk to those in the service professions about their work, their stories will often amaze you. They see things that the rest of us don’t. 

They experience human nature, often from behind a mask of professional detachment, in ways that most of us rarely have the chance to do. 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Searching for Financial Independence These days we are used to thinking about fi nancial independence as the pathway to freedom. A few years ago an adver-tising campaign in Canada called Freedom 55 promised not only fi nancial independence beginning at age fi fty-fi ve  but also the lure of freedom to do whatever you would want for the rest of your life. With the average life span increasing for both men and women, I wondered what this kind of freedom would ultimately mean for such young retirees. What would they do with — and for — the rest of their lives? 



At the same time, I came across evidence that older 

Canadians were spurning retirement, choosing the offi ce and meaningful work over 24/7 bridge and golf — and not necessarily because they had to. Such older workers, in fact, may be offering aging baby boomers a peek into their own futures. In a 1998 survey of boomers sponsored by the American Association of Retired People (AARP), some 80 percent said that they would keep working beyond traditional retirement age. 

Although the reasons for working beyond traditional retirement age are many, including the infl uence of the economy at any given point, here is what one older worker had to say: 

“It’s important to stay busy, to have goals and plans. There are still plenty of depressed retired people who have nothing 

to do. It’s like they’re waiting to die, and it’s such a waste.”40



Once again, we are reminded of the many twists and 

turns that occur naturally, although not always seamlessly, as we explore the labyrinth of meaning in our personal and work lives. The metaphor for freedom is also true in another important respect. Living and working from the inside out is a choice, both of attitude and action. As we learned in the pre-Realize Your Will to Meaning

73

vious chapter, true freedom is not “just another word for nothing left to lose,” as the late singer Janis Joplin once suggested in song lyrics written by Kris Kristofferson. Whether we like it or not, we are not only free to choose but also responsible for our choices. So if we decide to put our real aspirations — whether they are personal or work-related — in a lockbox with the expectation that someday we’ll return to fetch them, that’s our choice. And, just as important, we must be prepared to live with the fact that we may never return to the contents of our lockbox, nor fully realize our will to meaning! 

Going Inward

As prisoners of our thoughts, we can’t always see very clearly through the bars of our metaphorical prison cell. To see more clearly, we must be willing to go inward:

 It’s time to go inward, take a look at myself. 

 Time to make the most of the time that I’ve got left. 

 Prison bars imagined are no less solid steel. 

Rodney Crowell41



We frequently miss opportunities to enjoy the spaciousness that already exists within us to feel authentic meaning in our lives and work. Frankl would say that only if we remain aware of and committed to meaningful values will we be able to fully enjoy this spaciousness. Yet how can we ensure that we will remain aware of such important values in our lives? Let me now introduce you to two simple exercises that you can use for such a meaningful purpose. 

The 

fi rst exercise is based on Frankl’s invitation, in his book  The Doctor and the Soul, to spread our lives out before us like a beautiful mountain range. My version of the Mountain Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Range Exercise goes like this: First, ask yourself (and feel free to invite your associates to participate) to look out over your personal or work life as one would look out over a mountain range. Whom would you place on the peaks before you? In other words, who are the people who have most infl uenced your personal life or your career and work life? These people may include authors, teachers, employers, leaders, or people in your personal life who have mentored or loved you, or whom you have loved or admired. You can use paper, colored pens, or markers to sketch out your mountain range and write on the peaks the names of the people who have infl uenced you. 



Then look for recurring values — that is, values that surface as “infl uencers” more than once. For instance, you might recall the empowerment of a particular teacher or supervisor. 

Explore the key values of the various people who had contributed signifi cantly to your personal or work life. Focus on those that you may have incorporated into your own value system. 

Which of these values are the most positive, the most meaningful? To which of these values have you been most committed over the course of your life and work? To which of these values are you most committed now? 



As you can see, the Mountain Range Exercise helps you 

look at your personal life and work life from a different perspective. Through it you can discover recurring values, recognize your own uniqueness, and broaden your view about your work and personal lives. It is also an unfolding exercise, a new way of looking at life that can help you discover the essence of your will to meaning in life and work. 



The second exercise is a little different, although it seeks to accomplish similar aims as the Mountain Range Exercise. I Realize Your Will to Meaning
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call this technique the Hero Exercise. First, jot down the names of three heroes. Based on your own defi nition of who or what constitutes a hero, this list might include people, animals (for instance, a pet), or even fi ctional or cartoon characters! The people or animals on your list could be alive or from some time in history. 



Then for each of your heroes, list the key characteristics or attributes they possess that you admire. In other words, what is it about each of them that, in your view, makes them a hero? Now ask yourself: Which of these attributes do I possess or would I like to possess? Moreover, how do I or could I exhibit these qualities in my life? 



I’ve done this exercise many times on my own, with other individuals, and with groups. Because the exercise doesn’t defi ne the notion of hero, everyone may use her or his unique defi nition of what constitutes heroism or being a hero. Whoever is chosen as heroes, it is the characteristics, attributes, or qualities identifi ed through this exercise that are most revealing, memorable, and meaningful. The revealed qualities are almost always positive and inspirational, and, as in the Mountain Range Exercise, they identify those recurring values that are most important and meaningful to you. In group settings, I have also found these embedded qualities to be a source of resonance between the participants — a kind of spiritual glue — that helps to engage and connect people in meaningful ways. 

Feelings of Inner Emptiness

In America we live surrounded by more material wealth than any other society in the world. Yet we are restless, unhappy, and disconnected, both from others and from our inner lives. 
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Suicide rates for young people are increasing, and the divide between those with wealth and those on the economic margins is growing. The state of the economy notwithstanding, we have the resources necessary for widespread health care and economic stability, as well as for dealing with the spiral-ing discrepancies between rich and poor, yet the value placed on money for its own sake is taking the place of respect for one another in particular, and for humanity in general. 

 The truth is that as the struggle for survival has subsided, the question has emerged: survival for what? Even more people today 

 have the means to live but no meaning to live for.42



These are dire times. Yet they were born of plenty. In his work, Frankl observed that as the struggle for basic physical survival of the human species subsided, the question that emerged is survival for what? Even as more people today have the fi nancial means to live, they are struggling with the question, What are we living  for? In the face of material abun-dance, our inner emptiness, or existential vacuum in Frankl’s words, has become ever more pressing. 



These observations were reinforced in an article that 

appeared in the  Utne Reader Online, the Web-based medium of one of the best-known alternative publications in the United States. According to the authors, life in the postmodern world, especially in what they call “America the Blue,” displays certain characteristics and infl uences that appear very much like manifestations of Frankl’s existential vacuum: Why am I sad? Why am I anxious? Why can’t I love? The answer, perhaps, lies deep in our collective subconscious. The route to the surface passes through the postmodern hall of mirrors. 

 The trip looks forbidding. And yet it is a worthwhile excursion. 
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 Think of it as trying to solve the tantalizing psychothriller of your own life, the ultimate existential whodunit. . . . Like it or not, we humans are stuck in a permanent crisis of meaning, a dark room from which we can never escape. Postmodernism pulls the philosophical carpet out from under us and leaves us in an 

 existential void.43



Viktor Frankl, one of the world’s most profound and true optimists, would disagree vehemently with the notion that we can never escape the dark room of meaninglessness. Perhaps postmodernism has fallen prey to its own beliefs, or lack thereof, in its nihilistic analysis, which basically devalues the meaning of all life. Postmodernism relies on modernism to lay claim to its own existence. For most of the world, modernism is still a dream — if, that is, modernism can be defi ned by such 

“modern” ideas as suffi cient food and shelter. When we let ourselves be defi ned by the analytical arrogance of postmodern thinkers, injustice is served all around. 



Frankl developed and practiced Logotherapy as a way to fi nd and open the windows and doors of rooms of despair for everyone — from death-row inmates and the concentration-camp survivors to CEOs, cab or bus drivers, and postmodern philosophy professors. He designed a framework of being and doing that offers an entirely new design for our lives — rooms to live and work in that have both innate meaning  and a view. He provided a disciplined approach for discovering meaning in even the most catastrophic of circumstances — an approach rooted fi rmly in his profound personal experience. 



In addition to the feelings of inner emptiness that seem to exist among greater numbers of the working (and, for that matter, retired) population, more people feel trapped at work — and perhaps in life generally. How do employers and Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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employees, as well as the citizens of the so-called free-agent 

nation,44 deal with these complex issues? Unfortunately, many companies provide employees only with the illusion of feeling free and alive, as opposed to feeling trapped, at work. 

Even periodic pay increases and other fi nancial rewards may only have this kind of illusory effect, especially if employers, albeit unconsciously, use such instruments in a way that fosters worker attention solely on the paycheck rather than on the reason(s) for their work. In this regard, it is perhaps worthwhile to point out that Frankl viewed the will to money as a primitive form of the will to power. 



When he based his company’s development on mean-

ingful goals, Tom’s of Maine founder Tom Chappell also brought deep personal meaning to his life. He created a company that invited all employees to share in a meaning-based bottom line. The company not only observed ethical environmental practices in the development of its products, it also gave 10 percent of pretax profi ts to addressing community concerns in Maine, its corporate base, and around the world. In addition, employees were allowed to spend 5 

percent of their paid time volunteering. This commitment refl ected more than traditional corporate social responsibility concerns; it encompassed ethical and soulful values that honor the emotional, intellectual, and spiritual life of both internal and external stakeholders, as well as the health and well-being of both the planet and the bottom line. In short, it is a partnership of meaning and a manifestation of what I call meaningful capitalism. 



Let’s look at another partnership of meaning in the corporate world, one that also transcends the traditional model Realize Your Will to Meaning
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of corporate social responsibility but in a very unusual way. 

Frank Stronach is the Canadian-based founder and chairman of Magna International, Inc., one of the world’s largest and most diversifi ed suppliers of automotive parts and systems. In addition to establishing a unique and meaning-focused corporate culture at Magna based on a business philosophy called fair enterprise, Mr. Stronach is well known for his entrepre-neurial spirit and especially for his passion for Thoroughbred horse racing. He has purchased numerous racetracks across North America, including Santa Anita and Pimlico (home of the Triple Crown’s Preakness Stakes), as well as has his own champion Thoroughbred racing and breeding operations in Canada and the United States. 



Mr. Stronach immigrated to Canada from Austria (Viktor Frankl’s homeland as well) at the age of twenty-two with nothing more than a suitcase and about forty dollars in his pocket. 

His humble beginnings and penchant for hard work helped to mold his character into a man who never forgot his roots. The same qualities served as the building blocks for his business acu-men and, more fundamentally, for his orientation toward business ethics, corporate social responsibility, and accountability. 



After Hurricane Katrina hit in August 2005, Mr. Stronach put this orientation to the test and at the same time realized his will to meaning: he convinced the American Red Cross to let him turn his Palm Meadows Thoroughbred Training Center, in Palm Beach County, Florida, into a shelter. 



This upscale facility, which had been designed to house jockeys, trainers, and horses, soon became home to some three hundred “guests” (Stronach refused to refer to the victims as 

“evacuees,” or even worse, “refugees”), many from the Lower Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Ninth Ward of New Orleans, who had been randomly selected by the Red Cross and the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency. The point person for this relief effort was Dennis Mills, an executive at Magna and a former member of Canada’s Parliament from Toronto for sixteen years. Among other things, Mills was a well-known catalyst for and orchestrator of major public events, such as the visit of Pope John Paul II to Canada for World Youth Day and the appearance of the Rolling Stones in Toronto for the successful SARS relief concert. 



Mr. Mills, who is also a personal friend, is another reader of  Prisoners of Our Thoughts who manifests the book’s principles in his life and work. Given his long-standing commitment to public service, Dennis and I have discussed how to bring meaning-centered principles into the political arena to infl uence the formulation of public policy. Mills was an obvious choice to lead Magna’s humanitarian initiative — he shared a will-to-meaning orientation with his boss and wanted to make a positive difference in the lives of the guests from New Orleans under their care. 

A Bold Experiment

“Helping people, providing food and shelter, that’s the easy part,” Mr. Stronach said. “The challenging part is what do we do to get them back on their feet again?” 



Enter Canadaville. Stronach purchased about a thou-

sand acres of land northwest of New Orleans outside the hurricane zone, where families could start over and build a future. Canadian and U.S. fl ags  fl y side by side at the welcome center of this still-evolving community in rural Louisiana. Dennis Mills once again provided the leader-Realize Your Will to Meaning
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ship behind this extraordinary initiative on behalf of Frank Stronach and Magna, saying that “this is just neighbor helping neighbor.” The residents at Palm Meadows had fi rst dibs, but not all of them wanted to relocate to this planned community; some wanted to return to New Orleans, and some wanted to stay in Florida. Hence, Canadaville opened its doors to survivors from other shelters as well. 



Those who chose to live at Canadaville could do so 

rent-free for fi ve years as long as they followed a “charter of conduct.” Among other things, this charter required that they work or go to school, volunteer at least eight hours a week, participate in the community council, and stay away from drugs. The community offers after-school and tutoring programs for children, computer and job-training classes for adults, and it operates an organic farm. And although Magna provides housing, health care, and other activities, residents do not receive cash payments: the purpose of Canadaville is to be a hand up, not a handout. 



At this writing, Canadaville remains a work in progress as it continues to meaningfully engage and help those in need in the wake of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Frank Stronach and Dennis Mills exemplify authentic commitment to meaningful values and goals — the will to meaning — in the corporate world, providing inspirational role models for the moral transformation of capitalism. Let’s hope that other business leaders follow their example. 

The Cry for Meaning

But what about those of us who work in companies that are not as enlightened as Tom’s of Maine or Magna? How do we Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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acknowledge the ultimate worthiness of life in our work? If we step back from the superfi cial perspective of a job equals a paycheck, we can begin to search for meaning: How many opportunities do we have each day to connect meaningfully with others? Do we take those moments and make real contact? Do we honor the people we meet? Do we take the time to appreciate the power we have to bring meaning to our relationships? Do we honor our own time? Do we look for new, creative ways to perceive and approach our work? Are we experiencing our connections on many levels at once or are we limiting our experience to getting to the end of the day and the next paycheck? Metaphorically speaking, do we run from the parking lot to work each day or do we bless the moment when TGIF45 arrives? 



In his lectures and speeches, and in a book published initially in 1977, Frankl passionately warned about an “unheard cry for meaning.” He characterized this cry as coming from a combination of depression, aggression, and addiction. These societal symptoms form what Frankl called a “mass neurotic triad” — what might now be dubbed a psychological axis of evil. It is a cry that needs to be understood in the context of the underlying existential void. This collective cry is perhaps more prevalent today than when it was fi rst identifi ed by Frankl, and it is not going away any time soon. 



For instance, stress is killing us. Rage — road rage, air-port rage, rage at work, school, home, even in the parking lot — has become a commonly defi ned social phenomenon. 

Going postal is a phrase all too common and all too peculiar to these times. We are becoming more and more cynical and skeptical about everything from corporate and governmental Realize Your Will to Meaning
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motives to the trustworthiness of our friends and neighbors. 

Educational systems are failing, and young people are becoming alienated and depressed. This collective unheard cry for meaning belies the mask of our have-a-nice-day culture. Only by hearing this cry, in our own voices and the voices of others, can having a meaningful day become the measurement of our daily life. 



In his book  The Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life, former Catholic monk and professor of religion and psychology Thomas Moore explores the possibility of experiencing enchantment at work. He writes about the Roman god Mer-cury, “the divine patron of commerce.” In ancient Rome, business was considered sacred. Work, money, the arts, religion, and philosophy were integrated into daily life. Moore writes:

 Economics is the law of life, and in fact this word also has deep meaning, coming from  oikos,   Greek for home or temple . . . and nomos,  meaning management, custom and law. . . . Business involves all aspects of managing our home, whether the family house or the planet, and therefore has to do with survival, fulfi ll-

 ment, community, and meaning.46



Finding enchantment at work might sound to some peo-

ple like an exercise in futility, but it can and does happen. 

And when it happens, the ripple effect through the world of work can be monumental. To be enchanted means to be soulfully involved, to be beside ourselves with excitement, gratitude, appreciation — to be full of possibility. When we bring this meaning-focused sensibility to our work, creativity fl ourishes and so does productivity. 



For example, take the case of Skaltek, a major equip-
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ment manufacturer based in Stockholm, Sweden. Listen to the words of Öystein Skalleberg, the founder of Skaltek, as he describes his philosophy about people and work:

 Every human being is a Leonardo da Vinci. The only problem is that he doesn’t know it. His parents didn’t know it, and they didn’t treat him like a Leonardo. Therefore he didn’t become like 

 a Leonardo. That’s my basic theory.47



Skalleberg practices what he preaches. At Skaltek, the company doesn’t use job titles, avoiding conferring privileged status on certain people, and each employee’s business card carries only pertinent contact information along with a photo. Once, when Skalleberg was asked about the policy on job titles, he responded that if he  were to give his employees a job title, it would be something like Leonardo da Vinci or Unlimited Possibilities rather than the job titles used by most companies. 



In addition, there are no cookie-cutter job descriptions, and all workers who help build a machine add their individual signature to the fi nal product. In this way, there is not only a direct line from the customer to everyone involved in product development but also an emphasis on total quality management that is completely transparent. An even more radical practice at Skaltek is an annual employee appraisal process that involves the use of randomly selected performance review teams. According to Skalleberg, since no one knows who will be conducting their performance review each year, “Everybody smiles in all directions!” Skalleberg also has a revolutionary formula for building a company culture in the postmodern era: “Confi dence is the start of it,  joy is a part of it, Realize Your Will to Meaning
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 love is the heart of it.” Doesn’t Skaltek sound like a company with a meaning-focused philosophy about bringing enchantment to work? 

 The salvation of man is through love and in love. I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world still may know bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his 

 beloved.48



“An enchanted life is good for business, even if it requires 

a turnabout in values and vision,” writes Moore.49 His proof comes from evidence of the opposite perspective: the way the lack of enchantment in our work leads to emotional and physical distress, lowered morale, decreased productivity, and dispirited employees. In short, if we can’t bring our soulfulness to work, eventually we suffer. And so does business. 



When there’s soulfulness at the top of a company, the 

trickle-down effect can be explosive. In 1995, when fi re destroyed the Malden Mills factory in Massachusetts, three thousand people were instantly out of jobs — but not for long. 

As he watched his factory burn, Aaron Feuerstein, president and CEO of the company, decided that it was not the end of Malden Mills. The fi rst thing he did was keep all three thousand workers on the payroll with full benefi ts for three months. There was nowhere for them to work, but in his heart, mind, and soul he knew that it was unconscionable to put three thousand people out on the streets. The company was directly or indirectly involved on every level in the community. It would be a death blow not only to the employees and their families but also to everyone in the cities of Lawrence and Methuen, Massachusetts. And because Malden 

Mills supplied high-tech fabrics for products sold by outdoor Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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apparel retailers, such as L.L. Bean and Lands’ End, his customers were at risk too. 



It cost millions of dollars to keep all the workers on the payroll, and it put the company into bankruptcy, but Feuerstein prevailed. He risked everything — his money, his reputation, his business. He believed in his employees, and they in return believed in him. He set up temporary plants in old warehouses and the collective response was astounding. 



“Before the fi re that plant produced 130,000 yards a 

week,” said Feuerstein. “A few weeks after the fi re, it was up to 230,000 yards. Our people became very creative. They were willing to work twenty-fi ve hours a day.” 



Feuerstein instinctively valued his workforce; he invested in their well-being immediately and with great risk. Then he put his will to the task of meaningfully rebuilding his company. It was the phoenix of possibility rising out of the ashes. 

The employees, blue-collar and white-collar alike, rose to the occasion and committed themselves to the collective good. 

In 2003, the company came out of bankruptcy. 



When meaning is honored at the top of any organiza-

tion, it can be easy to bring meaning to our jobs. It’s a natural refl ection of meaningful values. If we are valued and appreciated, if our well-being is nurtured, we feel a part of a meaningful whole. But soulfulness can trickle up, too. It might be more diffi cult to honor meaning at work with little evidence from above, but it also might be more important to do so. 



There is an international crisis of corporate accountability. In many companies, there is no trickle-down soulfulness because the forces operating the companies are so distant and diffused that there can be no meaningful link down through Realize Your Will to Meaning
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the ranks. The fi nancial bottom line becomes the only thing that defi nes meaning, and when this happens the ethical and moral decisions that are at the heart of capitalism are oblit-erated. They have to come from all of us as individuals, no matter what our roles are. The events on Wall Street and Main Street in America, along with those witnessed across the global economy at the end of the fi rst decade of the new millennium, point to a desperate need for a moral transformation  of  capitalism — meaningful  capitalism — if  we  ever expect to see the heart of capitalism beat again. 



When we choose meaning in the workplace, we pay 

attention to everything around us. We choose respect, kindness, and courtesy. We choose justice and fair play. We bring our own ethical and moral decision making to our jobs, and we fi nd ways to make an impact. Sometimes it might be by simple recognition of our co-workers; sometimes by writing a letter expressing our observations and concerns; sometimes through organizing support for a constructive change. Most of all, by understanding that when we ourselves bring meaning to work, we bring with us the possibility of meaningful change in the workplace and in the world around us. 

A 

fi nancial bottom line is not motivated by ethical and moral decisions;  people are motivated by ethical and moral decisions. When people are replaced by money as the presid-ing force behind decision making — that is, the will to money or power — we have no choice but to become aware of the implications and do something about it. The most important thing we can do is to bring meaning out into the light. By refusing to be held prisoners of our thoughts, we can bring our will to meaning to work, and our work will mean something. 
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Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal life or work life in Moment

which you were challenged to examine your com-

mitment to meaningful values or goals (this may 

even be your situation today). Perhaps you were 

faced with a job assignment that wasn’t in alignment with your personal values. Maybe you were just unhappy with the work that you were doing. Or perhaps you were faced with a family matter that tested your personal values. How did you fi rst come to recognize this challenge? 

What, if anything, did you actually do about it? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In particular, what did you learn about your commitment to meaningful values and goals — that is, your will to meaning? In hindsight, what could you have done diff erently in this situation? 

Meaning Question: How do you ensure that you remain 

? 

committed to meaningful values and goals and thereby realize your will to meaning in your personal and work life? 

Think about the underlying values and goals that characterize your personal life and your work or workplace. In what way(s) do they refl ect Freud’s will to pleasure, Adler’s will to power, and Frankl’s will to meaning? 
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Detect the Meaning 

of Life’s Moments

 Live as if you were living already for the second time and as if you had acted the fi rst time as wrongly as you are about to act now!50

Michelle had recently celebrated her fi ftieth birthday but was not quite ready to admit that she had reached the half-century mark and was dreading retirement age. In fact, she was not happy and not inclined to celebrate anything in her life. Twice divorced and the single mother of two Generation Xers, Michelle’s personal life, as far as she was concerned, left much to be desired. She didn’t feel much better about her work life either. Since her last marriage ended, she had been having a very diffi cult time holding any kind of steady employment. Whenever she did fi nd a job that seemed worthwhile, it always soured quickly. Over and over, Michelle would fi nd herself stressed out at work, always for some reason that had nothing to do with herself — a poor boss, lazy co-workers, unclear job description, lack of support, and so on. Consequently, she was never satisfi ed with her work situation and 91

certainly never imagined that she could have a meaningful career path. 



Because she was also stressed out at home, Michelle was experiencing a double whammy, with no end in sight. She seemed consumed by a need to put out fi res at work and at home, with nothing in reserve for determining the root causes of her anguish. As she grew increasingly depressed over her life situation, Michelle’s tendency to externalize the reasons for her plight hardened into a fi xed habit. Michelle became oblivious to her own role and responsibility — as cocreator of her miserable reality — and effectively lost touch with the meaning of life’s precious moments because she was too busy complaining about what life was doing  to her. In her mind, life had dealt her a bad hand, so there was nothing to do but bear the suffering and complain loudly enough so everyone around  her — family,  friends,  co-workers — would  hear  her cries of pain. 



“The meaning of it all is that there is no meaning,” said the golfer Walter Hogan in the movie  The Legend of Bagger Vance. Michelle would agree, for the search for meaning had no value to her. Her life was meaningless and would continue to be meaningless — unless some sort of miracle came her way — for she wasn’t inclined to search for a different way. 

Perhaps Michelle was simply experiencing a midlife crisis. 

Whatever the reason, ironically Michelle had chosen to take an early retirement from life by giving up on her search for meaning. 



In contrast, let’s consider Adam, who wrote to me after reading  Prisoners of Our Thoughts and was applying the book’s principles in response to a major life/work transition. After Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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thirty years as a corporate engineer, he suddenly found himself leaving a position he loved and moving to an area with literally no work for him. 



Suddenly, he said, his life had no meaning, and he found himself suffering through months of “oh, poor me” thoughts that held him prisoner. After reading my book, he began to look at his situation as an opportunity rather than a problem. 

As a result, he began to reinvent himself to accommodate the new set of life circumstances he could not change. He developed the understanding that he  could change the way he perceived and reacted to his new, discomforting circumstances. 



Gradually, as his attitude improved, so did his disposition, his outlook on life and work, and his progress toward what for him was a completely new type of fulfi llment  and success. Adam attributed much of this change in perspective and behavior to his newly found appreciation for the potential for meaning that exists in all of life’s moments, even those that are not particularly pleasant, welcomed, or expected. He came to realize that his former poor me thoughts would not resolve his predicament, and that he alone was responsible for discovering the seeds of meaning that existed in his life. 

Unlike Michelle, Adam was willing (and able) to assume full responsibility for his situation, and he refused to take an early retirement from life by giving up on his search for meaning. 



Sometimes it is the gravity of the hardships or chal-

lenges we face that forces us to detect the meaning of life’s moments. After waging a courageous, year-and-a-half-long battle with pancreatic cancer, Patrick Swayze, an actor and classically trained dancer whose leading roles in the block-buster fi lms   Dirty Dancing and  Ghost made him a popular Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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movie star, died on September 14, 2009. He was fi fty-seven years old. “I’m proud of what I’m doing,” Swayze had told the New York Times in October the year before, when he was still fi lming  The Beast, an A&E television series in which he starred as an unorthodox FBI agent. “How do you nurture a positive attitude when all the statistics say you’re a dead man? 

You go to work.” 



I have always admired Patrick Swayze, both as an actor and as a person, and found him to be an inspiration for others. In addition, I’ve felt a kinship with him for many years because we shared a passion for horses and for the martial arts. Interestingly, Swayze and his wife of more than thirty years, Lisa, owned a ranch not far from my home in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where they lived part-time. Here, to the Land of Enchantment, was where Swayze came when he 

wanted to get some true peace and quiet, as well as refl ect upon the deeper meaning of his life beyond the celebrity spotlight. “I fell in love with New Mexico when I was shoot-ing  Red Dawn,” he once told  Variety  magazine. “It’s my healing place.” The Swayzes even renewed their wedding vows at their New Mexico ranch in May 2008. This precious and priceless “meaning moment,” I should add, took place in the midst of their campaign to overcome the deadly disease that was attacking Patrick’s body. 



We all know people, often people close to us, who have passed on. We may even have experienced the death of loved ones who have battled terminal illnesses such as pancreatic cancer, for which no cure exists. And if we are fortunate, we may know people like Patrick Swayze, who were inspirations and role models in ways that are not always easy to describe. 
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Despite personal hardships and formidable challenges, these people represent human beings at their best, even as conditions are worst. Observing them, we bear witness to the resilience and unlimited power of the human mind and spirit, and we come to better understand how the search for meaning is the primary intrinsic motivation of all human beings. 

Finding Meaning

We don’t create meaning — we fi nd it. And we can’t fi nd it if we don’t look for it. Meaning comes in all shapes and sizes. Sometimes it looms big in our lives; sometimes it slips in almost unobserved. We might miss a meaningful moment entirely, until days, months, or even years later what once seemed insignifi cant is revealed as a pivotal, life-changing moment. Or it might be the collective meaning of many 

moments that fi nally catches our mind’s eye, as if we weave together a living quilt from moments that by themselves passed unnoticed. 



Although we are not always aware of meaning, Frankl 

would say that it is present in every moment, wherever we go. 

All we have to do, in daily life and at work, is to wake up to meaning and take notice:

 The true meaning of life is to be discovered in the world rather than within man or his own psyche, as if it were a 

 closed system.51



This sounds easy, but these days it can feel almost impossible to do. Our sound-bite society speeds up reality to such an extent that stopping to smell the roses seems archaic, like a sentimental activity from an earlier era. We have forgotten how to slow down and refl ect. We’re more likely to use a cell Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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phone, check e-mail, or tweet something insignifi cant. Time is getting away from us, and so is meaning, and we notice both only when there isn’t much left. We wake up one day, or don’t sleep one night, and suddenly our exhaustion, the fragmentation of our lives, the unrelenting pace, leaves us bereft of meaning. What is it all about? We wonder. 



We cannot answer the big question unless we discover 

answers to the smaller ones: What are we doing? Why are we doing it? What do our lives mean to us? What does our work mean? Every day our lives are rich with meaningful answers, but only when we stop long enough to appreciate meaning will it bloom in our lives. We have to really be there to detect and know meaning, and most of the time we are on our way somewhere else. The frenzy of activity at work and at home is challenging the very nature of our existence. If we don’t stop long enough to search out our own existence, meaning will recede to an impossible dream. 



But before we go on the hunt for meaning in life and 

at work, we need to know what meaning is. Meaning is simply the rhythm of life on earth — the tides, the stars, the seasons, the ebb and fl ow of life, the miraculous beingness of it all — and it is available to us at every moment, with no exceptions. Every astronaut who returns from outer space attests to the great miracle that is life on this earth. They have seen the planet suspended in the vastness of space, its continents and clouds luminous in an unfathomable universe, all life hanging by some invisible thread of possibility. Their jobs take them to cosmic heights, yet it is being back on earth that brings them to their knees. 



The thirteenth-century Sufi  poet Rumi writes, “It’s never Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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too late to bend and kiss the earth.” The meaningfulness of life, as we know it and don’t know it, is manifest everywhere on this fragile planet. Wherever we are and whatever we do, it is this very existence of life that calls us to meaning. How are we inviting life into our lives? How are we bending and kissing this earthly experience? How are we acknowledging meaning in our lives, through our work, at our jobs? The answers are as varied as our needs. 

Meaning 

is 

 not found only in professional credibility, and making such distinctions is artifi cial and unnecessary. Our entire lives are rich with meaning, and therefore everything we do has meaning. We are free to make decisions out of love for whatever is in our hearts. When we stop to look at the reasons for our decisions, we will always fi nd meaning. But it takes time to refl ect, and even though there’s as much time as ever, it seems as if less and less is available to us. Taking time back is the fi rst step in opening ourselves to meaning. But fi rst we must ask, Where does all the time go? 



To begin with, technology is a great thief of time. I confess to remembering the time before telephone answering machines. People either reached one another or they didn’t. 

There were no cell phones, no e-mail, or voice mail. People at home and at work took messages and left notes — on paper! 

As a result, there was spaciousness to decide when, and even whether, we returned calls, room to think, to consider, and to contemplate decisions — both simple and complex. 



Over the past thirty years, the entire way we work and communicate has changed. If we don’t respond instantly to an e-mail, phone call, or a “chat” message, it can seem tanta-mount to personal betrayal or professional ineptitude. Tech-Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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nology, which is supposed to make life easier, has added a new layer of obligations. If we’re not careful, it controls us. 



Of course, technology has a positive side: a revival of the written word via e-mail; access to enormous amounts of information via the Web; near-instant connectivity with family, friends, colleagues, and strangers via various social and professional networking platforms; greater accessibility via cell phones in emergencies; and, thanks to voice mail, no more important messages missed. But unless we set some limits, there is nowhere to hide from it all. 



I know many people, including family members, friends, and colleagues, who are completely addicted to cell phones, especially so-called smart phones. They take a phone everywhere: on walks, shopping, driving (even where it is against the law), to restaurants, and, yes, to the movies, where, regrettably, they often forget to turn it off. The cell phone, with its many features, functions, and applications, seems to function as an appendage of their body, providing them with a reassuring symbol of their place in the world. “Can you hear me now?” has become a mantra for their lives. And while they remain “connected,” an unintended consequence of this technology is that we are forced to listen to conversations we don’t need or want to hear. 



What about our reliance on e-mail and instant messag-

ing as ways of staying connected and, more insidiously, obligated? How many people do you know who can’t imagine a day without checking their e-mail or Twitter account? I suspect this is true of more and more of us: we are linked to outside obligations in ways that defi ne much of our time. There is great possibility in this and also a great burden. It’s extremely Prisoners of Our Thoughts

98

important that we recognize the difference and know when we are responding in ways that undermine our connection to meaning. 

The Importance of Awareness

Everything comes down to awareness. It has been said that 

“it is more important to be aware than it is to be smart.”52 To 

be aware is to know meaning. To be aware takes time. If our lives are dominated by messages piling up or passive preoccu-pation with television or the Web, we lose out on meaning. 

We must be aware — see, hear, smell, touch, and taste the world — to  fi nd the meaning in our lives. 

 All that is good and beautiful in the past is safely preserved in that past. On the other hand, so long as life remains, all guilt and all evil is still “redeemable.”. . . This is not the case of a fi nished fi lm . . . or  an  already  existent  fi lm which is merely being unrolled. 

 Rather, the fi lm of this world is just being “shot.” Which means nothing more or less than that the future — happily — still remains 

 to be shaped; that is, it is at the disposal of man’s responsibility.53



There are as many shades of meaning as there are col-

ors. And nobody can determine meaning for someone 

else — detecting the meaning of life’s moments is a personal responsibility. Like it or not, if we are aware that we’re in a lousy job but we need to pay the rent, the job has meaning. We needn’t resign ourselves to a lifelong lousy job, but there is meaning in the one we have right now. If we hate our boss because she’s demanding and unappreciative, we can either be demanding and unappreciative right back or try to discover a life lesson in our predicament. Maybe the boss is trying too hard to succeed; maybe we’re hearing a parental voice from our past rather than the boss; maybe we have an Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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opportunity to practice our diplomatic skills with a diffi cult person. Or perhaps we are in a job that is not right for us! 

In 

 Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl describes a case in which he met with a high-ranking American diplomat at 

his offi ce in Vienna, presumably to continue psychoanalytic treatment that this person had begun fi ve years earlier in New York City. 54 At the outset Dr. Frankl asked the diplo-

mat why he thought that he should undergo analysis — why it had started in the fi rst place. It turned out that this patient had been discontented with his career and had found it diffi cult to comply with American foreign policy. His analyst, however, had told him again and again that he should to try to reconcile himself with his father, because his employer (the U.S. government) and his superiors were nothing but father fi gures. Consequently, his dissatisfaction with his job was due to hatred he unconsciously harbored toward his father. 

For 

fi ve years, the diplomat had accepted this inter-

pretation of his plight, and he became increasingly confused — unable to see the forest of reality for the trees of symbols and images. After a few interviews with Dr. Frankl, it was clear that the diplomat’s real problem was that his will to meaning was being frustrated by his vocation and that he actually longed to be engaged in some other kind of work. In the end, he decided to give up his profession and embark on another one, which, as it turned out, proved to be very grati-fying to him. His anguish had been not because of his father but because of his own inability to choose work that had true meaning for him. If we allow ourselves to be aware of the many possibilities, we open ourselves to meaning. 



We must also open ourselves to our own integrity and 
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authenticity, which is akin to living and working with meaning. Unfortunately, we are not always supported for searching for our authentic selves, especially in the workplace. The roots of this complex issue run deep into the soil (and soul) of the postmodern culture. Our integrity, our search for deeper purpose and meaning can take a bruising when held up against the search for more and more money. It’s important to know what we are up against when we decide to take the time to become aware and to contemplate the meaning of meaning in our lives. 

Living with Awareness

It is life itself that invites us to discover meaning, and when we live our lives with awareness, we express meaning in everything we do.  Webster’s New International Dictionary lists more than twenty defi nitions for the word  work and more than a hundred other words or phrases that begin with the word  work. 

But it’s the fi rst defi nition, with its two small root words,  to do, that illustrates the meaning of them all. Whatever we  do  has meaning, whether it’s a workout or a work of art. 

 Life retains its meaning under any conditions. It remains meaningful literally up to its last moment, up to one’s last breath. 55

Knowing 

 why we do things, however, is essential and is the beginning of real freedom and meaning in our lives. If we delve deep enough, we’ll reach the two things that motivate us most: love and conscience. Frankl described these as intuitive capabilities: things we do without thinking, things that defi ne us at our deepest level. “The truth,” he wrote in  Man’s Search for Meaning, “is that love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire.” 
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It’s not always easy to trace where love and conscience come into play in our lives, but if we stop to explore our decisions, they surface: We work nights so we can be with our kids in the morning and see them off to school. We grow vegetables organically to provide healthy food for the community. We operate a small business that offers employment to three people year-round in a diffi cult economy. We write poems to encourage family and friends. We consult with others to help them cope with stress. We teach sailing to inner-city kids. We manage a corporation with an emphasis on fair wages for workers abroad. We make quilts for families who are homeless. We work at a job we don’t love because it gives us money to do something we do love. We organize to bring affordable housing to our community. We donate a thousand dollars to a local charity. We put a dollar in an outstretched hand. We build energy-effi cient straw-bale houses. We wait tables so we can be onstage, raise our kids, feed our dog, pay the light bill. It all comes down to love and conscience. And when we see how our world is connected in this way, we can name why and know meaning. 



Do you remember Öystein Skalleberg’s revolutionary 

formula for building a company culture from chapter 5? Here it is again: “Confi dence is the start of it,  joy  is a part of it,  love is the heart of it.” How many organizations, in any sector or industry, do you know that place the notion of love (not romantic love) at the heart of their operating credo? Now you know why the Skaltek work environment is unique and why Skalleberg’s formula is so revolutionary. 



The world is full of good deeds and the opportunity to do good deeds. When we don’t do them, it’s often out of fear of Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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losing something: our status, a loved one, a job, security, our sense of identity, our place in the world. The notion of fear at work and in the workplace has received considerable attention over the years. In fact, driving fear out of the workplace has long been a core principle of total quality management, 

but it remains a formidable goal that has yet to be reached.56

Against this backdrop, approaches that help individuals work through fear and help executives and managers become fear-

less are readily available to meet this challenge.57 



In the 1991 fi lm   Defending Your Life, director/writer Albert Brooks plays Dan Miller, a successful business executive who takes delivery of a new BMW and plows it into a bus while trying to adjust the CD player. Dan fi nds himself dead but awake in a place called Judgment City, a heavenly way station that fi lm critic Roger Ebert described as “run along the lines that would be recommended by a good MBA program.” 

It is in Judgment City’s courtroom where Dan must try to explain and defend his life, particularly those moments, shown on video, when fear was most evident in his actions. Consider the following dialogue, which takes place between Dan and his defense attorney, Bob Diamond (played by Rip Torn):

 Bob Diamond:  Being from earth as you are and using as little of your brain as you do, your life has pretty much been devoted to dealing with fear. 

  Dan 

 Miller: It has? 

 

 Bob Diamond:  Everybody on earth deals with fear. That’s what little brains do. 

  

 . . . 

  Bob 

 Diamond: 

Did you ever have friends whose stomachs hurt? 

 

 Dan Miller:  Every one of them. 
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 Bob Diamond:  It’s fear. Fear is like a giant fog. It sits on your brain and blocks everything. Real feeling, true happiness, real joy, they can’t get through that fog. But you lift it and buddy, you’re in for the ride of your life. 



What lessons about detecting the meaning of life’s 

moments can we fi nd in this dialogue? For one thing, fear is depicted metaphorically as the fog that blinds one in the search for meaning. In this context, fear relates to our inability to actualize creative expression, to experience new situations and relationships with others, and to change our attitude toward something or someone. According to Frankl, these are all sources of authentic meaning. To fi nd authentic meaning in our lives, we need courage, which is not the absence of fear but the willingness and ability to walk through the fear — to tread, if you will, into the darkness of life’s labyrinth of meaning. And it is during the worst times, including hardship and suffering, that our courage is put to its greatest test. 



Over and over, we learn from those who have lost everything that the worst times are often the catalyst for the best times. What we learn from Viktor Frankl’s life and work is that even the most profound grief and intolerable circumstances can open us to meaning. And so can the smallest moments. All we have to do is take back the time in our lives, pay attention to the details and know why. 

 In the concentration camps, . . . in this living laboratory and on this testing ground, we watched and witnessed some of our comrades behave like swine while others behaved like saints. Man has both potentials within himself; which one is actualized depends on decisions but not on conditions. 58
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Searching for Meaning After Midlife Sometimes we have to approach the search for meaning from another perspective. We have to know we don’t know and start from there. We have to let meaning fi nd us. This seems to be diffi cult as we grow older, especially at midlife, when we may encounter a critical crossroads on the path to meaning. Rather than having a so-called midlife crisis, writes Mark Gerzon in his book  Coming into Our Own: Understanding the Adult Metamorphosis,  we can begin a search for deeper love, purpose, and meaning that becomes possible in life’s second 

half.59 Envisioning life, including our work life, as a quest, not a crisis, after midlife is an opportunity that holds great power for all of us, including the baby boomers on the horizon of old age. 



As life expectancy and leisure time increase in retirement years, people begin to ask the existential question, Is that all there is? Also, more people are retiring at an earlier age, some voluntarily, others forced into retirement through downsizing, mergers, and the like. The increased time becoming available to people under these scenarios means more people are becoming aware of meaning-centered questions. 

Even the stories of “retired” thirty-somethings from Silicon Valley — obviously rare now due to shifts in economic conditions — illustrate the dichotomy that can exist between success and fulfi llment. Isolation, depression, and other symptoms of these lost souls among the nouveau riche appear to run counter to conventional wisdom. How could monetary wealth — and the time to do whatever you would want — be associated with a lack of personal meaning? 



Retirement at later stages of life demands similar atten-Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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tion to questions of meaning, especially because of the extended life expectancy that workers in Western society now enjoy. Why is it, for instance, that some workers seem to retire from life while others redesign themselves for new and meaningful challenges in living and working? The life and legacy of Viktor Frankl have taught us to approach the aging process from a position of personal strength and in a way that respects the dignity of the human spirit. The post-midlife years of Frankl, who had not retired at over ninety years of age, provide a window for us to see how important the will to meaning can actually be throughout one’s lifetime. 



All things being equal, I suspect that the new “balanced scorecard” of the twenty-fi rst century will be concerned more with success at making a life than with success at making a living. As people become aware of their mortality and their commitment to meaningful values and goals — that is, their will to meaning — they will be more likely to consider the kind of personal legacy they would like to leave behind. To Frankl, this kind of questioning is a manifestation of being truly human: “No ant, no bee, no animal will ever raise the question of whether or not its existence has a meaning, but man does. It’s his privilege that he cares for a meaning to his existence. He is not only searching for such a meaning, but he is even entitled to it. . . . After all, it’s a sign of intellectual honesty and sincerity.” 60

Drafting Our Legacy

By refl ecting upon our existence and seeking to detect the meaning of life’s moments, we also create the opportunity to draft our personal legacy, albeit as a work in progress. A num-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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ber of simple, practical exercises can be used for this purpose; let me introduce you to some of them. Because I am blessed with living in the mountains of northern New Mexico, I like to call the fi rst exercise High-Altitude Thinking. 



Imagine that you are sitting high on a mountain peak 

overlooking your life. From this distance, you can see all of the roads you have taken, all of the stops you have made, all of the people you have encountered, all of the things you have done or experienced in your life. Like a mapmaker, draw the map of your life, using various symbols to highlight the milestones in each of the above areas. Ask yourself the signif-icance or meaning of each milestone. Next, weave together the pieces of your life’s map, referring to the milestones as the fabric to be used, and create a quilt that symbolizes your life and work. Embedded in your life/work quilt are the threads of your personal legacy. 



The Obituary Exercise can also be used as a catalyst to refl ect on your life, including your work life, and help you chart your path to a meaningful existence, though it takes a much different approach. Like Albert Brooks’s character Dan Miller in the movie  Defending Your Life,  imagine that you have died. However, rather than imagining yourself in Judgment City, put yourself in the position of having to write your own obituary for the local newspaper. What would you say? 

In other words, how do you want to be remembered? What are the most important things you experienced in your life? 

Because the newspaper editor has given you a one-page space limitation, your message must be as succinct as possible. 



An alternative to the Obituary Exercise is the Eulogy 

Exercise, shown in fi gure 1 on the next page. In this exercise, Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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Are you living and working in such a way that the last comments about you, especially from your family, friends, business associates, and customers/clients, are really what you want to have said? Imagine now that you have passed on and have been given the opportunity to write your own eulogy to be read at your funeral. Go ahead, fill in the blanks! 

We have gathered here today to say farewell to 

_________________________. The world had a 

great need for someone who _________________ 

___________________ and _________________ 

was the right person to fulfill this need. 

__________________________ was most fulfilled 

when ___________________________________ 

________________________________________

_____________________________________. 

I believe ________________________ was put on 

this earth to ______________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________. 

The world is a much better place because 

____________________________ was here and 

we will miss her/him forever. 

Figure 1.  Eulogy 

Exercise. 
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you are asked to fi ll in the blanks on the form, again making sure that the last comments about you, to be recited at your 

funeral, are really what you want said!61 You have been given 

the unique opportunity to write your own eulogy, so make sure that you incorporate the things that matter most to you. 

Did you live and work with meaning? Now assume that someone else wrote your eulogy. What would be different about it? 

Remember Scrooge’s experience in the classic tale  A Christmas Carol.  What would happen in your encounter with the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, in which you get a glimpse of your destiny? How would people remember you, talk about you? Also keep in mind the fate of Scrooge’s former business partner, Jacob Marley, who was damned to walk the earth for all eternity, never to fi nd rest or peace, dragging the heavy chains of his own life’s doing. 



To avoid subconsciously building, link by link, the chains of one’s damnation and thwarting a meaningful personal legacy, it is necessary to detect and remain aware of the meaning of life’s moments. Otherwise, unless you have the good fortune like Scrooge of being visited by three ghosts in the night, it may be too late! Here is another simple exercise — I call it Existential Digging — that provides a quick and easy way to detect the meaning of life’s moments in “real time.” 



Whenever you encounter an experience or situation 

that is especially challenging or that you would describe as a meaning moment in your personal or work life, I’d like you to ask yourself the following four categories of questions: 1. How did you  respond to the situation or life experience? 

What did you do and think? 
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  2. How did you  feel about the situation or life experience? 

What kinds of emotions were stirred up as a result of the experience or situation? 

3. What did you  learn from the situation or life experience? 

What new knowledge, skills, or attitude do you now possess because of the experience or situation? 

4. How will you  grow from the situation or life experience? 

How will you apply what you have  learned from the experience or situation, especially key learning about yourself, to and for your personal development? 

By faithfully and authentically addressing these four levels of existential questions, I guarantee that you will engage in the systematic process of detecting the meaning of life’s moments. 

And while you obviously cannot respond to the four questions for every moment of your life, I highly recommend that you try to address situations or life experiences that really matter — or should matter — in your personal life and work life. I also suggest that you maintain a journal or some other kind of record of this information so that you can periodi-cally review your experiences and chart your progress in dealing with the meaning of life’s moments. In other words, are you really growing and developing as a result of your learning from various life situations or are you repeating old patterns of thinking and behavior? Moreover, do you recognize any common threads of meaning that may help you weave your unique tapestry of existence? 



These exercises can not only help you refl ect upon your life and work but can also detect what is most meaningful to Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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you. In all but the last exercise, you are being asked to step up in some way to see the big picture of your life. In the last exercise, you are being asked to dig deeply into your life situations and come to grips with how and why you respond the way you do. You may or may not like what you see. Yet these exercises can give you the chance to consider your life’s ultimate meaning, as Frankl would say. Whatever your religious or spiritual beliefs are, ultimate meaning is a metaphysical concept, one that clearly has its roots and values in spiritual matters. In his introduction to  The Doctor and the Soul, Frankl wrote: “Life is a task. The religious man differs from the apparently irreli-gious man only by experiencing his existence not simply as a task, but as a mission.” Now ask yourself: Is your life a task or a mission? What about your work? 



As you map your life’s path, write your obituary or eulogy, dig into your life experiences, draft your personal legacy, or piece together your life quilt, keep these life-affi rming questions in mind. By remaining aware of the need to detect and learn from the meaning of life’s moments, you ensure that you do not become a prisoner of your thoughts. And by focusing on meaning’s big picture, while simultaneously seeking to notice life’s meaning moments, your search for ultimate meaning begins and never ends. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal life or work 

Moment

life when you were forced to deal with the fear of 

change (this may even be your situation today). Per-

haps you were facing a change in lifestyle or relation-Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments
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ship. Maybe you were facing a company downsizing or merger. Perhaps you were confronted with a new management style or the need for job retraining. Or perhaps you were facing retirement or another life transition. How did you fi rst come to recognize the fear of change? What, if anything, did you actually do about it? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In particular, what did you learn about your ability to confront your fears and respond to change? 

Meaning Question: How are your life and your work like a 

? 

mission rather than a series of tasks? 

Imagine that you have written your autobiography — with details about your life and work — and it is now on the  New York Times best-seller list. 

What is the title of your autobiography? Name and briefl y describe the chapters in your autobiography. Who are the people included in your acknowledgments section? 
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7

Don’t Work 

Against Yourself

 Ironically enough, in the same way that fear brings to pass what one is afraid of, likewise a forced intention 

 makes impossible what one forcibly wishes.62

Have you ever worked so hard at something that the more you tried, the harder the task became and the farther away you seemed to get from your goal? In other words, one step forward, two steps backward? I’ve experienced this kind of situation in my life, including my work life. Let me share a quick example that took place when I was a full-time professor, directing a graduate degree program in public administration at a university in the United States. 



Among my duties as director, I was charged with the 

challenge of obtaining accreditation from one of the discipline’s professional associations. Becoming accredited was viewed by those in the fi eld as a prestigious distinction and competitive advantage, through which my program stood to gain increases in student enrollment, greater ease of faculty 113

recruitment, increased research funding, and other embel-lishments for its resource base. 



I was also a new member of the faculty, so I took on the responsibility of seeking this accreditation milestone as a way of making my mark. As I moved full-steam ahead, demonstrating to all that I was committed and passionate, I was convinced that the objective would be reached in short order. 

The fact that I had been through this same accreditation process before at other institutions, I felt, was suffi cient evidence that I knew what I was doing, and my experience would carry me through to another victory. 



Alas, this did not turn out to be the case. I found pockets of resistance everywhere I looked, and the more I looked, the more resistance I found. My expertise in this process, I learned later, proved to be a liability. In this regard, because I  knew what to do — and knew how to do it  best — all  of  my colleagues were doing it wrong! I became fi xated  on  every detail of the program, and I assured myself that I would be able to correct single-handedly any and all imperfections that might jeopardize the objective of gaining full accreditation. 



I had good intentions, and most of my university col-

leagues, in hindsight, would probably agree with me. Unfortunately, my fi xation on the outcome backfi red, and I was unable to fulfi ll my ultimate goal. In fact, I never was able to obtain accreditation during my tenure as program head. 



I could easily blame the situation on everyone else or at least shift to others the bulk of responsibility for failing to reach my objective. I choose not to do so, however, for now I can see how my own actions worked against me. I tried too hard to get everything done my way and, as a result, estranged Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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myself from the very colleagues upon whom I depended for success. My fi xation on the “right” way to do things, I have since learned, also had the effect of marginalizing their contributions to the process and, in some cases, even invited forms of subtle — if not overt — sabotage. Paradoxically, I had become my own worst enemy, and at the time I didn’t even know it! 



The meaning of life is meaning. The meaning of life  at work is meaning. When we look for meaning, there is meaning in the looking. It’s right here all around us, within us, and beyond us. But if we try too hard to create meaning, it can backfi re, especially at work. Like our personal lives, our jobs come complete with their own dynamics. But unlike in our personal relationships, we can’t always encounter our co-workers with emotional honesty and vulnerability. We think we have to be professional, we need to have professional goals and accountability. We have to perform. 

 Work usually represents the area in which the individual’s uniqueness stands in relation to society and thus acquires meaning and value. This meaning and value, however, is attached to the person’s work as a contribution to society, not to the actual 

 occupation as such.63



Sometimes our performance is measurable — what we 

produce might be immediately tangible: making sales or products, meeting a quota, driving a certain distance in a day, meeting a deadline, baking bread, fi xing a car, or serving a customer. Other professional responsibilities are less tangible, involving long-term planning and projects that require creative involvement, teamwork, complex expectations, and more subjective goal setting. They all require performance Don’t Work Against Yourself

115

and most often evaluation as well. In our jobs, most of us are accountable to others. We want to please, to perform well, and to be effective at what we do. And it’s often when we most want to impress others that we undermine ourselves. 

Our thoughts go out beyond our situation; we become 

obsessed with results, and we overlook the very success we are searching for. 

Relationships at Work

One reason we may miss succeeding is that we overlook 

the importance of relationships in the workplace. Our jobs are always more than just jobs. They represent relationships — with ourselves and co-workers; with customers and consumers; with the products we are designing, creating, and selling; with the services we offer; and with the environment and the ways in which our work affects the world. These relationships weave together through our work, and they have meaning individually and collectively. When we focus too intently on outcomes, these relationships suffer. The harder we work for success, the more elusive it can become. 

 The job at which one works is not what counts, but rather the 

 manner in which one does the work.64



Angela had just graduated from college with a degree in business administration, and she was especially excited when she was promoted to a supervisory position at the drugstore where she worked. It was her fi rst stab at being a manager, and she envisioned this promotion as her initial step up the corporate ladder. Of course, she wanted more than anything to do her best in the new job and prove to her bosses that they made the right decision in promoting her. 
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Right away, Angela proclaimed her intentions for building better teamwork, sharing responsibilities, and improving performance with all the employees on her shift. Her enthusiasm appeared to be contagious, and it looked as if she would be able to make some major improvements immediately. 

Because the drugstore was in my neighborhood and I was a regular customer, I had a chance to learn fi rst-hand about the changes that were happening, directly from Angela. 



“My co-workers are unbelievably lazy and don’t carry 

their weight around here no matter what I say or do,” she complained to me one day. I listened and left, assuming that she was just having a bad day. However, this proved not to be the end of the matter. From then on, every time I saw Angela, even if she wasn’t complaining directly to me, I would overhear her complain to other customers about her problems at work. Indeed, she displayed an extremely negative attitude about work and was quick to point out the failings of other employees. In my view, her work situation had become dysfunctional and, from what I could tell, for reasons that were largely her own doing. 



Angela had been exhibiting two behavioral traits or tendencies —  hyperintention and  hyperrefl ection — that  are  central to Viktor Frankl’s teachings. Let me explain these concepts by using Angela as an example. Angela was unaware that she had begun to micromanage her employees in order to attain her goal of demonstrating that she was a good manager and could achieve her stated performance objectives. Unfortunately, she became so fi xated on accomplishing her mission (that is, she was hyperintending) that she could see only problems (she was hyperrefl ecting), not the solutions to her escalating Don’t Work Against Yourself
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management dilemma. Paradoxically, the more she complained and called for increased teamwork, job sharing, and improved performance, the less she saw among her co-workers. 



Moreover, Angela had become so consumed with her 

intended outcome — a form of anticipatory anxiety — that she began to see herself failing to achieve it, which was evident in her negative attitude about work. In effect, she had unconsciously created a self-fulfi lling prophecy, as many of us do. Unfortunately, she was unaware that letting go of her intentions would probably have allowed her to fi nd ways to resolve the situation and fulfi ll her original work objectives. 

Paradoxical Intention

Meaning is found in the awareness of the moment, and 

when we move too far from the moment, we start to lose our effectiveness. Even when the stakes are high and our success essential, focusing on the results rather than on the process can prevent a successful outcome. We all know how it works: our nervousness and anxiety about getting it right keep us from getting it right. The higher our expectations are about something, the more disconnected we are from the actual process, and the less we are able to participate in the project’s successful unfolding. 



Frankl calls this  paradoxical intention. Our good intentions actually become the cause of our failure. When a specif-ic success is so fervently sought that we overlook and neglect the relationships that are an integral part of the process, we lay the seeds for something to go wrong. We fl y in the face of our own success. We neglect our own meaning, the meaning of others, and the meaning of the process. 
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“My boss is a jerk.” “My boss hates me.” “My boss steals all the credit.” How many times have you made or heard statements like these? Time out. Think about what you are saying, what it really means, and how it may be affecting you or your co-workers. Bosses do have fl aws, and many of them are signifi cant. On the other hand, most bosses are not the pointy-haired characters portrayed in Dilbert cartoons. They have usually moved up in the company or organization for a good reason. If you dismiss your boss because of fl aws, you may be cheating yourself out of a chance to learn and grow. 



Again, think about it: What is your boss good at? What can you learn from him or her? What kind of workers get along best with your boss? Are  you doing anything that brings out the worst in your boss? From the perspective of Frankl’s paradoxical intention, are you encouraging your boss, no matter how abusive he or she may be, to be a micromanager by asking questions every few minutes rather than by doing your job well? And then ask yourself if that is what you really want. If it’s not, you might be working against yourself! 



We are all intuitive; we are all affected by the moods of those around us; we all know feelings of trust and mistrust; we all know when something “just doesn’t feel right.” We recognize when we are being treated badly, superfi cially, carelessly, or dishonestly, whether in our personal life or our professional life. It is the quality of these interactions that create our relationships and our incentives to do our best. 



We know when we are being used as part of someone 

else’s agenda. We sense when our intrinsic meaning as a human being is being overlooked in the wake of somebody else’s ambition. This is true of a top-level CEO or the new kid in the Don’t Work Against Yourself
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corner cubicle. When someone is so desperate to be recognized at work by a promotion or a raise, there is a general sense of artifi cial behavior. Interactions and atmosphere do not feel quite real. Something is missing, and it’s usually meaning. 



Consider Neal, a software engineer at a major high-

tech fi rm. Newly married, Neal had just completed an MBA degree from a prestigious university and was determined to be promoted to a management position as quickly as possible. He was so determined to show off his newly acquired management knowledge and skills — primarily as a way to propel himself up the corporate ladder — that he went out of his way to be noticed by his supervisors, even if it meant ignoring or irritating his co-workers. Neal’s technical skills as a software engineer were recognized, but his people skills were not. In fact, his co-workers did not consider him a team player, let alone a supervisor or leader, and they voiced their disdain for him whenever possible. At team meetings, during performance reviews, and around the watercooler, Neal the aspiring manager was targeted as out of touch with and was disliked by the very colleagues he had hoped to supervise. 



Because Neal was so busy looking up at his prospects for promotion, he failed to see that the water was beginning to boil all around him! So, no matter how competent he depicted himself as a manager, and no matter how hard he tried to convince his bosses to promote him, he was unable to do so. He was fi xated on the promotion, but the more he tried to get it, the farther out of reach it became! And because Neal was unaware of the meaning moments that begged for his attention, he was unable to adjust his course. All things considered, he was working against himself! 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts

120

 

Whenever we overlook the opportunity to have respect-

ful, meaningful moments with others at work, we undermine our chances of long-term success. And when we do take the time to nurture our relationships, the defi nition of success expands exponentially. Our day-to-day, minute-by-minute lives become successful in and of themselves, and our specifi c goals become more accessible. 



In work relationships, it is important to recognize that business and personal issues are frequently tied together. 

“Smart companies know that the individual’s ability to create relationships” is the engine that drives value. 65 Trusting each other’s motives is also critical to success, both in the moment and over the long haul. If trust is missing, we can get caught up not only in fi guring out how others are trying to undermine us but also in calculating how best to respond to their motivations. As a result, the search for meaning at work suffers, and the engine that drives value sputters or stalls. 



The tendency to hold others, such as co-workers, prisoners of your thoughts can also work in ways opposite to our intentions. For example, in their article “The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome,” Jean Francois Manzoni and Jean-Louis Barsoux describe the way bosses often consign weaker performers to an “out-group” because they assume that these employees are less willing to go the extra mile, are more passive, and are less innovative. 66 This management approach, and the assump-tions upon which it is based, then becomes a self-fulfi lling prophecy. Because they have been typecast as weak performers and management has low expectations of them, these employees tend to allow their performance to erode to meet expectations. So even though the bosses sought to get the Don’t Work Against Yourself
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best performance possible through the out-group assignment, their personal attitudes and business decisions eventually worked against them. 



How many of us have been terrorized by a micromanager, either in our personal lives or at work? You know, someone who doesn’t have any trust in our ability to be responsible and productive? It is so disconcerting to be treated with such condescension. We may lower ourselves to fulfi ll the negative expectations to the absolute best of our ability. The opposite of micromanagers, who think their way is the only way, are missing managers who stay so far out of the picture they have no idea what goes on and have no effect on the success of the work group. Or how about those managers who profess to practice management by wandering around (MBWA): “Keep 

up the good work, whatever it is, whoever you are!” If the micromanager, the missing manager, and the pseudo-MBWA manager can stop long enough to honor the fact that the job means something to us, that we mean something to them 

and to ourselves, and that we mean well, progress is possible. 

If not, we are likely to hover in insecurity and indecision, which doesn’t serve us, the manager, or the job. 



These three different kinds of managers are seriously 

intent on success, but they all overlook the human beings in front of them. In doing so, they reduce their effectiveness on the job and ultimately limit, instead of developing, their success:

 For the dignity of man forbids his being himself a means, his becoming a mere instrument of the labor process, being degraded to a means of production. The capacity to work is not everything; it is neither a suffi cient nor essential basis for a meaningful life. A man can be capable of working and nevertheless not lead a mean-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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 ingful life; and another can be incapable of working and neverthe-

 less give his life meaning.67



When hyperintention gets in the way of progress, we 

sidestep meaning. When we sidestep meaning, we under-

mine relationships. When we undermine relationships, we put respect at risk. When there’s not enough respect, there’s not enough creativity and productivity. The tendency to set our sights beyond our situation can certainly establish a worthy goal initially. In the process of getting there, however, we have to let meaning lead the way. 



And along the way, we have to trust in our own mean-

ing. Few of us move through our lives unscathed. We get divorced; we lose our jobs, sometimes after many years of dedicated service; our health fails us in some way; our kids fail us; we fail one another. Life can be as full of failures as it is of successes. Yet in our failures we can fi nd tremendous meaning, and only in meaning do our failures have a useful legacy. When our failures become useful, we triumph over them. Instead of leading with our disappointment and bitterness over a job loss or a lost relationship, we lead with our ability to have compassion and understanding — for ourselves and for others. Then, in our search for our next job, our next friend, we project wisdom and experience. Our appeal is heightened and our possibilities increase. 



The power of failure has received an increasing amount 

of attention in the world of business, both in the literature68

and among motivational speakers. Management guru Tom 

Peters, for instance, has advised that “only with failure can you verify wrong ways of doing things and discard those prac-

tices that hinder success.”69 Tales of failure that offer lessons 
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of recovery and fi ghting back are being used by a new breed of speakers who are turning to the drama of defeat to inspire. 



Paradoxical intention is more than a concept; it is a technique that Frankl developed and incorporated into his system of Logotherapy. The technique was used by Frankl as early as 1939 to help patients deal with a broad range of irrational fears and anxieties, as well as obsessive-compulsive behaviors. 

For example, by asking a patient who suffered from a phobia to  intend, even if only for a moment, precisely that which he or she feared, Frankl observed dramatic results in reducing the phobia or eliminating it all together. In his words, when used effectively this technique “takes the wind out of the sails of the anxiety by reversing one’s attitude and replacing a fear with a paradoxical wish.” 70 Instead of fi ghting the fear, the person is encouraged to welcome it, even to exaggerate it. 

The person defl ates the anxiety associated with the situation by no longer resisting it. Thus, “. . . while anxiety creates the symptoms over and over, paradoxical intention strangles 

them, over and over.”71



Let me now describe some situations in which para-

doxical intention either was used or may be appropriate. 

Frankl’s writing provides many instances in which he used the technique with his patients. Two in particular stand out because they involve a work-related or workplace situation. In one case, the patient was a bookkeeper who was in extreme despair, confessing that he was close to suicide. For some years, he had suffered from writer’s cramp, which had become so severe that he was in danger of losing his job. Previous treatments had been of no avail, and the patient was now desperate. Frankl recommended to the patient that he Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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do exactly the opposite of what he usually had done — name-ly, instead of trying to write as neatly and legibly as possible (remember, this is before computers), to write with the worst possible scrawl. He was advised to say to himself, “Now I will show people what a good scribbler I am!” And at the moment that he tried to scribble, he was unable to do so. Instead, his handwriting was actually legible. Within forty-eight hours he had freed himself from his writer’s cramp, was a happy man 

again, and was fully able to work.72



Another case involved a young physician who consulted 

Frankl because of his fear of perspiring. One day he had met his boss on the street and, as he extended his hand in greet-ing, noticed that he was sweating more than usual. This situation was aggravated as the physician’s anticipatory anxiety increased with each new encounter. In order to break this cycle, Frankl advised him, if sweating should recur, to resolve deliberately to show people how much he could sweat. A week later he returned to report that whenever he met anyone who triggered his anxiety, he said to himself, “I only sweated out a quart before, but now I’m going to pour at least ten quarts!” Frankl writes that after a single session, the young physician was able to free himself permanently of the phobia 

from which he had suffered for four years.73 And he no longer 

sweated abnormally when he encountered other people. One could imagine Albert Brooks, in his role as a newscaster in the movie  Network News, employing paradoxical intention in the memorable scene where he is plagued with profuse and embarrassing sweating! 



In his autobiography, Frankl recalled once using para-

doxical intention to get out of a traffi c ticket. He had driven Don’t Work Against Yourself
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through a yellow light and was pulled over by a police offi cer. 

As this offi cer menacingly approached him, Frankl greeted him with a fl ood of self-accusations: “You’re right, offi cer. How could I do such a thing? I have no excuse. I am sure I will never do it again, and this will be a lesson for me. This is certainly a crime that deserves punishment.” As the story goes, the offi cer did his best to calm Frankl; he reassured him that he need not worry — that such a thing could happen to anyone, and that he was sure he would never do it again. The technique worked, 

and Frankl was saved from getting a ticket!74

Using Paradoxical Intention

So how might you use the technique of paradoxical intention in your own work and life situations? Basically, you fi rst must be able and willing to shift your attitude about your situation (recall the discussion and exercises in chapter 4). 

This requires that you lighten up, tapping into your sense of humor, and let go in order to see the situation from a different perspective. In short, you need to be ready and able to plan for the fear or anxiety to happen rather than fi ghting or ignoring it. One exercise to help you with this process, called the Trash Can Exercise, is to fi rst write down and then place your worries, fears, and obsessive-compulsive or other negative thoughts into a real trash can or box. Through this simple exercise, you will fi nd that you have not only effectively identifi ed your worst fears but have also decided to hold them consciously at bay by letting go of them. You can also design, as did Dr. Frankl with his patients, a plan that invites — and exaggerates — your worst-case scenarios into your personal or work life. Without necessarily implementing your plan, what Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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does it suggest about your situation? What can you learn from it? What might you do with or about it? 

 Paradoxical intention is the exact opposite of persuasion, since it is not suggested that the patient simply suppress his fears (by the rational conviction that they are groundless) but, rather, that he overcome them by exaggerating them! 75



Meaning rests in appreciation of the moment, in grati-

tude, in awareness, and in relationship. When our awareness is focused only on the future, we lose all connection to now — where we are, where others are, and where the meaning is. When we don’t appreciate the present, we aren’t appreciating the process. When we aren’t grateful for the meaning in our life right now, we aren’t honoring ourselves or others. 



Our lives have inherent meaning, no matter how we 

measure our success. And even when we do reach the pinna-cle of professional success in some endeavor, the feelings that come with such success are fl eeting. The goal is reached, now what? Suddenly there is a sinking feeling, emptiness settles in, and we wonder what it all really means. Is this all there is? If we have forsaken the means for the end, then the end really  is the end! 



Anybody who has accomplished a task at great cost to 

themselves in time, money, or energy will nearly always feel let down to some degree when the task is over. The engagement of our whole being in making something happen gives immediate purpose to our lives, and then it is gone. But the more meaning there is in the process, the more deeply satisfi ed we will feel, no matter what the outcome is. 



When we treasure the process, the end becomes a new 

beginning. At work, when we pay attention to those around Don’t Work Against Yourself
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us and to the integrity of the process, we experience immeasur-able success, no matter what the outcome is. By sustaining the awareness of meaning in our personal and work lives, we sustain the deeper feelings of success. And from this relatedness, other, more specifi c goals have the best chance of success. 



When we stay true to our personal values in our professional lives, we lay a foundation of meaning. When we work in awareness of the moment, we stay connected to meaning. Our existence, and the existence of all life, is meaning. 

Meaning is simply waiting to be discovered, whether we work at a construction site, a bakery, a high school, a movie theater, a multinational corporation, a landfi ll, a restaurant, a home offi ce, or the White House. By not being prisoners of our thoughts, and by not working against ourselves, we bring meaning to work. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal or work life in 

Moment

which the harder you worked to achieve an out-

come, the farther away you seemed to be from your 

goal (this may even be your situation today). You 

know, the “one step forward, two steps back” kind of situation. Perhaps you were trying to develop a romantic relationship or a close friendship with another person. Perhaps you were seeking a promotion or were trying to get a creative idea or project approved by your boss. Or perhaps you were trying to fi nish a project, at home or at work, that seemed to have no end. How did you fi rst come to recognize that you were not making progress? How did you rationalize or justify your dilemma? To what extent, if any, did you think or feel that you were partly to blame? 
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To what extent, if any, did you think or feel that you were working against yourself? What, if anything, did you actually do about it? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? What could you have done diff erently in this situation? 

Meaning Question: How do you ensure that you don’t work 

? 

against yourself in your personal life and work life? 

Think about what it means to be aware of the connections you have with your family members, friends, and co-workers, including their feelings, and what it means for them to be aware of their connection to you and your feelings. In what way(s) might you strengthen and show that you treasure these connections? 
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Look at Yourself 

from a Distance

 We know that humor is a paramount way of putting distance between something and oneself. One might say as well, that humor helps man rise above his own predicament 

 by allowing him to look at himself in a more detached way.76

The ad in a London newspaper read, “Unemployed. Brilliant mind offers its services completely free; the survival of the body must be provided for by adequate salary.” Viktor Frankl quoted this ad in his book  The Doctor and the Soul to make an important point about the different ways in which people may respond to being unemployed. Frankl was not suggesting that unemployment is not a serious matter; on the contrary, he emphasizes that being unemployed is a “tragedy because a job is the only source of livelihood for most people.” This newspaper ad also refl ects the fact that not all unemployed people experience inner emptiness or feelings of uselessness because they are unoccupied. 



First, the fact that we do not have paid work does not mean that life itself has no meaning for us. Second, our attitude toward any situation, including unemployment and 
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other major life challenges, determines our ability and willingness to respond effectively. The person who placed the ad turned a dire situation into something humorous because she was able to put distance between herself and the issue. 

She was able to look at herself from a distance as well, which allowed her to fi nd meaning in her plight and take appropriate action to remedy the situation. Even the wording of the ad refl ects her sense of humor and her innate, distinctly human capacity to look at herself in a detached way and rise above her predicament. 

Humor and Cheerfulness

If there’s one thing I wished I’d learned to do at a ripe young age, it’s to laugh at myself more easily and more often. Growing up, I was a very serious person — uptight you might even say. In my early experience, having a sense of humor was more likely to get me in trouble — at home, in school, and at work — than it was to help me deal with life’s transitions. I didn’t learn to fully appreciate my sense of humor until much later in life, but it surely came in handy, especially during diffi cult times, after I learned how to use it effectively. 



It might seem contradictory or at least a bit odd to write about humor in a book about meaning. But Frankl believed that a sense of humor is a trait that distinguishes us as humans. 

We all know dogs who smile — but they don’t burst out laughing, especially at themselves, when they forget for the ump-teenth time where they buried their latest bone! Humor about ourselves represents the essence of self-detachment, especially when the joke is on us (the late comedian Rodney Dangerfi eld built an entire career on his self-detachment). Humor and Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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laughter tell us, and anyone within earshot, that we aren’t taking ourselves too seriously — and isn’t that a relief? Our human ability to laugh at ourselves takes the edge off every serious work situation; and every serious work situation deserves, and needs, a dose of humor. We not only show others that we “don’t sweat the small stuff” but we also show ourselves that we’re no exception to the principle of self-detachment. 



The old joke goes: “Who ever lifted their head off their deathbed to say, ‘Gee, I wish I’d gone to the offi ce  more often’?” To my knowledge, no one has — so far anyway. No matter how meaningful our work is, its meaning comes from our values, the deeper inclinations of our hearts and minds. 

Our jobs and work are part of our meaning; they represent our intentions to provide for our families, for ourselves, for our community, and for the world. But they are not who we are 

— they are what we do and how we do it. And when we can joke about what we do, in a paradoxical way we are taking seriously who we are. 



An astonishing example of paradox is the Dalai Lama, 

the spiritual and temporal leader of the Tibetan people. He has witnessed the horrifi c genocide of his beloved people. 

Millions of Tibetans, including a large number of the spiritual community of Buddhist monks and nuns, have been tortured and murdered by the Chinese. Yet no one laughs louder at himself than the Dalai Lama. Nor do we often see happiness so gloriously displayed. He knows the tragedy of his time, yet he also knows happiness, humor, and lightheartedness. 



In their book  The Art of Happiness at Work, the Dalai Lama’s coauthor, Howard Cutler, makes the following observation about His Holiness:
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 At last things fell into place. I fi nally understood how the Dalai Lama could claim “I do nothing,” as his job description. Of course, I knew that with his lighthearted humor, there was a tongue-in-cheek element to this job description. And behind his joking about doing “nothing,” I knew of his natural reluctance, which I have observed on many occasions, to engage in unnecessary self-appraisal. This seemed to grow out of his lack of self-involvement, absence of self-absorption, and lack of concern for how others view his work, as long as he had sincere motivation to be of help to others. 77



This is a great gift. And when we bring humor to our 

working world, it too is a gift. Humor is a great equalizer. It makes a CEO less intimidating and a cab driver more adorable, and the other way around. An adorable CEO can do more for morale than a big raise. A funny cab driver can lighten up an entire, responsibility-ridden day (if, of course, the driver gets you where you’re going on time). 



A sense of humor is usually accompanied by cheerful-

ness. Here’s another of those misleading words. Most cheerful people I know have experienced real tragedy in their lives. 

When tragedy strikes, it takes us to the depths of grief. Going through grief brings us to cheerfulness. When we know how bad it can be, we fi nd out, as the actor Jack Nicholson would say, how good it can get. 

Cheerfulness 

is 

 not “have-a-nice-day” artifi ce. It’s a way 

of experiencing the present, no matter the weight of the world or the weather. Cheerfulness celebrates the possibility of fi nding meaning around every corner. It buoys us up beyond our individual concerns and invites us and others around us to fi nd something to be happy about. This doesn’t mean we hide behind cheerfulness. We simply lighten up and laugh. 



A moment of humor at the right time can lift us out of Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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our self-imposed misery faster than anything else. When we detach ourselves from ourselves and our situation, we don’t diminish or deny the circumstances — we go beyond them. 

We see, feel, and appreciate ourselves as separate from the distress; we accept and rise above. 

Humor and Self-Detachment at Work

Let’s consider some serious topics that have overshadowed corporate America the last few years: accounting fraud and the erosion of business ethics. What could possibly be humorous about the corporate crime wave, and how could a lighthearted approach be used to possibly improve the situation in the years ahead? 



Andy Borowitz, a stand-up comedian and author of the 

book  Who Moved My Soap? The CEO’s Guide to Surviving in Prison, offers such an approach — one that balances laughter with serious introspection. Speaking at some of the premier business schools in America, Borowitz has shown that satire can be an effective, if offbeat, way to address the subject of CEO and corporate credibility. Getting business ethics into the open and addressing them humorously can be therapeutic for both individual business leaders and their organizations. Moreover, Borowitz has already found that his brand of humor can be a useful tool for advancing business education, complementing traditional courses in business ethics. 

After his presentation at the Wharton School (University of Pennsylvania), for example, one second-year MBA student said: “To be able to laugh and fi nd some humor will likely help move us forward. There is still a crisis in how people view corporate leaders.” And an incoming MBA student 
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responded: “It was so refreshing. There was an underlying lesson of ‘don’t take yourself so seriously.’”78



People at work don’t have to know the details of our 

lives; they just need to know a bit about the true meaning in our lives. When we are able to acknowledge our own meaning, we acknowledge the meaning in everyone else’s life as well. Then we can detach ourselves from our diffi culties, look at ourselves from a distance, and get on with the job, often with humor as our best friend. 



In the world of work, emergency medical care workers 

have considerable experience with a particular kind of self-detachment. Their jobs, by defi nition, are pressure-fi lled, stressful, and meaningful. Yet they have to detach themselves from self and the situation facing them — often involving the life or death of the person in distress — in order to do their work effectively and with meaning. When it comes to humor, on any given day a roomful of emergency responders are much funnier than a barrel of stockbrokers on a good day. 

Humor supports the self-detachment necessary to maintain emotional distance from their patients, so they can observe themselves and their work from a distance to rise above and deal effectively with the stresses of the moment. 



In the post–9/11 environment, communities nationwide 

are responsible for emergency planning for everything from fi re and car accidents to bombs and bioterrorism. In one small county (in a southwestern state), dozens of people show up at a monthly meeting. The jobs represented include police, the fi re department, emergency medical services, town, county, and state government, the National Guard, environmental groups, the Red Cross, ham radio operators, the health Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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department, and telephone and power companies. For two hours, they discuss the direst emergency possibilities and how best to respond. There’s a laugh a minute — at themselves and one another — along with the serious work that has to be done. 



We never know what’s really going on in people’s per-

sonal lives. We do know that they include both challenges and rewards. Some co-workers may go home to isolation and loneliness, others to a happy family life. All experience both the joys and grief that life offers; they struggle with making ends meet, with teenage or small or no kids, with babysitters, aging parents, car payments, health-care expenses, and all the other demands of daily life. Every day, people around the world rise to the occasions in their life and go to work. They bring with them their entire lives, even as they focus on the work at hand. 



Being able to detach ourselves from mistakes, our 

own and others’, is another skill that’s very useful at work. 

Nobody likes to make mistakes, but when we can acknowledge our mistakes, and laugh at them, it can be a huge relief for those around us. What are mistakes anyway but lessons 

to learn from?79 And who hasn’t felt stupid at work sometimes? It comes with the territory, with living. There’s a saying that we’re only as good as our mistakes, but fi rst we have to acknowledge that we made them. 



When someone comes to us at work and says “I made a 

mistake,” most of us feel empathy. It takes self-detachment to own up to a mistake, to look at yourself and say, “I goofed,” 

and then move on with your work and life. We are at the same time the person who doesn’t want to make a mistake Look at Yourself from a Distance
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and the person who made a mistake. The person inside us who doesn’t want to make a mistake is in the driver’s seat almost of the time. But mistakes are momentary. When we dwell on our mistakes we give them far too much credit. 

When we acknowledge them and laugh them off, we reassure those around us that their mistakes, too, are momentary and not who they are. I’m reminded of a Calvin and Hobbes cartoon in which Calvin trips, fl ips, and falls down, only to get up with arms outstretched and say, “TA-DAAA!!!” 



Of course, mistakes come in all shapes and sizes. The big ones might never be fuel for humor, but they are always life lessons that teach us humility and eventually, deep down, teach us meaning. They teach us that we are more than 

even our most terrible mistakes. If Viktor Frankl could fi nd humor in concentration camps, perhaps there’s no situation imaginable that couldn’t somehow, at some moment, include humor. 



In his writing and lectures, Frankl described a kind of cabaret that was improvised from time to time in the concentration camp. And although it is diffi cult to imagine, this form of camp entertainment included songs, poems, jokes, and even stand-up comedy (some with underlying satire 

about the camp) performed by anyone who wanted to. This activity was meaningful in part because it helped the prisoners forget their horrifi c situation, even if only for a moment. 

Frankl reported, “Generally speaking, any pursuit of art in camp was somewhat grotesque. But you might be even more astonished to learn that one could fi nd a sense of humor there as well.  Humor was another of the soul’s weapons in the fi ght for self-preservation [emphasis added].” 80
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In fact, Frankl trained a friend to develop a sense of humor in one of the camps. He suggested to this friend that they promise each other to invent at least one amusing story daily, and it had to be about some incident that could happen after their liberation. One story involved a future dinner engagement, during which Frankl’s friend would forget where he was when the soup was served and beg the hostess to ladle it “from the bottom.” This request was signifi cant  because the camps provided only thin watery soup; servings “from the bottom,” which were extremely rare, might include peas and therefore would be a special treat! 



It’s important to distinguish between self-detachment 

and denial. When we detach, we do so consciously and with an orientation toward action. We understand our predicament and choose to behave in a way that supports our relationship with others. We might share our burden at work; we might not. But we know what it is and we know what we are doing. In contrast, denial separates us from our experience and the benefi ts that can be derived from it. And when we deny our own experience, we deny the experience of others. 

Denial thus leads to disconnection. Self-detachment, on the other hand, leads to connection, learning, and growth. 

Developing the Skill of Self-Detachment

Frankl frequently employed the technique of self-detachment during his imprisonment in the concentration camps. Often he kept himself going by imagining himself as an observer rather than as a prisoner. Here’s how he disclosed to one conference audience how he had used self-detachment for his own survival:
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 I repeatedly tried to distance myself from the misery that surrounded me by externalizing it. I remember marching one morning from the camp to the work site, hardly able to bear the hunger, the cold, and the pain of my frozen and festering feet, so swollen from hunger edema and squeezed into my shoes. My situation seemed bleak, even hopeless. Then I imagined that I stood at the lectern in a large, beautiful, warm and bright hall. I was about to give a lecture to an interested audience on “Psychotherapeutic Experiences in a Concentration Camp” (the actual title that he later used at that conference). In the imaginary lecture I reported the things that I am now living through. Believe me, ladies and gentlemen, at that moment I could not dare to hope that some day 

 it would be my good fortune to actually give such a lecture.81

Being able to use your imagination effectively to visualize directly supports and infl uences the self-detachment principle. Experience has also shown that self-detachment can be facilitated by immersing yourself in a role (much like an actor) other than yourself. Hence, a useful exercise for practicing self-detachment is creating a part for yourself in either the movie of your own life or in some other movie production in which you must perform a key role. 



For example, imagine that you are the principal char-

acter in the movie  Defending Your Life. In Judgment City, they showed video clips of your life’s moments of greatest fear. If you were in Judgment City, what fears would you be confronting and how would you deal with them? How would you justify or defend your actions in the past? Your sense of responsibility for discovering personal meaning can be heightened by immersing yourself in such a fi ctional, yet still autobiographical, detached view of your own life. 



Of course, in the fi nal analysis, self-detachment is not about detachment at all. And while it has proved to be an Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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effective tool for coping with a wide range of stressful situations, including predicaments and hardships from which escape is impossible, its ultimate value lies in its unlimited potential for bringing wholeness and authentic meaning to life. To summon the power of self-detachment and tap into this potential requires both freedom of thought and a will to meaning. And we can only fulfi ll these requirements if we are not prisoners of our thoughts. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal life or work life 

Moment

from which you felt the need to distance yourself 

before you could fi nd a proper resolution (this may 

even be your situation today). Perhaps you were 

faced with a family or business decision that wasn’t aligned with your personal values or ethics. Perhaps you were thrust into an emergency situation that required swift action. How did you distance or detach yourself from the situation? How did you distance or detach yourself from yourself, so that you could view and review your own attitudes and behaviors? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In particular, what did you learn about your capacity for self-detachment? In hindsight, what could you have done diff erently in this situation? 

Meaning Question: How do you use humor as a way of 

putting distance between yourself and a challenge in your 

? 

personal life and work, instead of getting obsessed with the situation? 
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Think about the ways in which you can help your co-workers learn and practice self-detachment at work — as a coping mechanism and a tool for learning and growth. How would you ask them to demonstrate that they understand and can apply this principle? How could you help your family members or friends to learn and practice self-detachment in their lives to deal with stress and promote learning and growth? How would you ask them to demonstrate that they understand and can apply this principle? 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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Shift Your Focus 

of Attention

 De-refl ection can only be attained to the degree to which

 . . . awareness is directed toward positive aspects.82

Andy is a former executive with a major software company. 

He used to make more than $130,000 a year and had a terrifi c  benefi ts package. He supervised teams of software pro-grammers in several states and had an offi ce overseas. But no more. Like scores of other well-paid, white-collar workers, Andy was laid off and has been unable to fi nd a job that offers the same — or even similar — responsibilities, status, salary, and benefi ts. Instead, out of desperation, he has found himself grasping at survival jobs offering considerably less. 



“Yes, desperate times require desperate measures,” says Andy. He continues, “This is no time to be picky. Since they laid me off, I’ve sold jewelry in a department store and worked as a cashier at a ski slope, both at eight dollars an hour. Now I sell golf equipment.” 



Andy, however, is more than a mere survivor in a job 
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market that calls for such desperate measures. Although he is empathetic, Andy doesn’t really see himself as grasping at straws like some displaced white-collar workers. He would say that he’s not in the same boat at all. You see, Andy isn’t driven by frustration, money worries, shame, or embarrassment. 

In fact, Andy doesn’t feel that he is going backward; instead, he feels that he’s going forward. An avid golfer, he has moved on to jobs related to his hobby — fi rst helping run the pro shop at a local golf course and now selling golf equipment in a mall sports shop. And in his current job, Andy sees an even more positive side. 



“It’s a lot simpler and less challenging than it used to be, but I’ve learned to be humble,” he says. “I see guys coming on to the golf course wound pretty tight. They’re guys who come in and are late for their tee times and they expect me to do something. I enjoy dealing with people who remind me what I  used to be like.” 



Andy has learned a great deal since he was cut from his executive job. He has been able to see the silver lining in what could have been a cloud of despair and a time of inner emptiness. Instead, Andy has shifted his focus to more important matters in his life and has discovered deeper personal meaning in the process. 

 Other things being equal, an unemployed person who maintains his morale will have better chances in the competitive struggle than a person who has become apathetic. He will, for example, be more likely to get a job which both apply for. 83



Throughout my own childhood, whenever things went 

wrong, a voice from inside my head said, “Think about some-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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thing else.” And I would. I remember once, when I was a teenager, during a jumping competition I was thrown into a water jump and the horse fell on top of me. As I lay submerged in the water, I thought about whether my horse was alright, whether we would still complete the course, and whether I’d get my homework assignment completed in time for school on Monday morning. I even remember asking myself questions, such as what was my name, assuring myself that I was still alive if I could answer correctly! 



As kids, we are naturally resilient; nothing keeps us 

down for long. Our attention spans are short, our interests many, and our involvement with whatever is happening is complete. Most of us knew instinctively how to “think of something else” should someone hurt our feelings, steal our toys, or eat our candy. We might yell and scream for a few moments, but not for long. It wasn’t natural to hold onto our thoughts, to become obsessed about wrongdoings. We’d simply get on to the next big adventure. There was always something more exciting to think about and do. 



When we’re grown up this skill is shelved. As adults 

we learn to think things through, which is useful. But when thinking becomes obsession and we dwell repeatedly upon negative things, it’s not so useful anymore. Often our work, at which we spend such a large part of our lives, becomes the scapegoat for obsessive complaining and negativity. Things are unfair; the boss is a jerk; the co-workers don’t cooperate; lunch is too short; the day is too long; the work is too much; the pay is not enough. Sometimes it seems that work exists simply to give us something to complain about. 
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Shifting from Complaining

We have all complained, and we all know complainers. Sometimes we like them because they do our complaining for us and allow us to vent our frustrations without risk. Other times complainers weigh us down with their misery, and we can feel our own mood and energy taking a dive. When we become locked into our own complaining shadow and focus on all the bad stuff, we immediately lose sight of the good stuff. Blaming and complaining get us nowhere, even if we face real problems. It’s time to dust off those old childhood skills, think about something else, and get on with life. 



Years ago, I was working in Illinois for the state department of mental health. I was responsible for coordinating social services within a subregion of the city of Chicago and was working with an inpatient psychiatric unit in one of the state’s mental health facilities. 



This particular facility, along with others in the metro-politan Chicago area, was overcrowded with patients, many of whom were either psychotic or prone to violence, and my unit was suffering from a severe shortage of staff. For these and other reasons, both union and nonunion employees 

complained incessantly about the problems we were facing. 

Patients, we knew, had a right to the most humane treatment possible, and we weren’t doing a very good job of providing it. In fact, I would say that we were doing a horrible job because we found it almost impossible to meet even the most basic standards of care. The facility was so overcrowded that patients were sleeping on the fl oor in the hallways! In short, we weren’t even meeting our ethical and moral obligations to care properly for our fellow human beings. 
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Well, the complaining by staff continued, and an increasing number of employees came down with the “blue fl u,” 

which meant that they called in sick and made an already bad staffi ng situation worse. Those of us in supervisory or management positions staffed the agency as well as we could, frequently working multiple eight-hour shifts. Eventually, the complaining and resistance escalated into a full-blown walkout and strike led by union offi cials. 



I remember my boss, Rita, a registered nurse and long-

time mental health administrator, saying, “Good for them! 

However, the show has to go on, so let’s see what we can do without them.” 



“Without them?” I thought. “How are we going to do 

that? We’re in a serious predicament with no obvious resolution. Maybe she just doesn’t get it.” 



As I now know, that was not the case. Rita knew much 

more than I gave her credit for. For one thing, she focused on the potentially  positive implications of the walkout — that we might fi nally get the resources we had needed for so long. Second, she stressed how much camaraderie was being discovered among those who were left minding the psychiatric unit. We were getting to know each other better and were relying on each other more than ever. For Rita, our situation was remi-niscent of her medical MASH-type unit in Vietnam. She had survived that situation, and she was damn sure she would do the same this time around. Rita saw that the patients themselves (some of them anyway) had the capacity to help  us out in our time of need. And we did fi nd support among the patient ranks, and working together bonded us in ways that traditional modes of therapy could never have done. 
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By shifting our focus to positive experiences, we were able to fi nd the potential for meaning in our predicament. 

Inspired by Rita’s guidance and capacity to de-refl ect,  as Frankl would say, we were not subdued by our circumstances no matter how dire they appeared to be. Thanks, Rita. 

Creative Distraction

Two things happen when we think good thoughts on the job: we feel better at work and we are better at working. If we use creative distraction when we are upset and frustrated, we see ourselves more fully, more generously. We move out from under our own shadow and open ourselves to constructive action. 



When we are in a miserable job situation, our choices are to either quit or fi nd meaning in what we are doing. Remember, unless you have an armed Nazi guard dictating your every move, you still have the freedom to choose whether to leave or stay in your job. This said, fi nding meaning sometimes means distracting ourselves from what we don’t like, because even when we do love our jobs, we all experience bad, even ugly, days. 



When we are stressed at work, we can always conjure 

something else: a favorite place, a favorite activity, even a favorite smell. One person I know decorates her offi ce with mementos from trips she has taken around the world. When work grows stressful, she focuses on a favorite vacation spot and, in  Star Trek fashion, transports herself to it until she relaxes. Another person imagines himself sailing, often using aromatherapy and music to help shift him into the spirit of his vision. Your image of escape could be anything: use whatever  works — it’s   your imagination. 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts

148

 Italian 

fi lm producer and actor Roberto Benigni is 

known for using his imagination in ways that allow his audiences to take mental excursions without traveling anywhere. 

In his internationally acclaimed, Academy-Award–winning movie,  Life Is Beautiful, Benigni shares his sentimental tale about a man trying to shield his son from the horrors of the Holocaust. The movie has been criticized by those who feel it unrealistically and inappropriately makes light of and pokes fun at events that were so horrifi c, but Benigni’s “comedy” 

was based on the ungainly story of his father’s two-year ordeal in a Nazi labor camp and therefore is grounded in reality. 

The 

fi lm tells the story of Guido, a Jewish waiter who, 

while imprisoned in a camp, creates and plays an imaginative game (you’ll have to see the movie to discover the rules of this game) with his young son to avoid breaking down and giving up. To avoid seeing his son killed at the hands of the Nazis or demoralized by the horror of the situation, Guido (played by Benigni himself) keeps up his rapid-fi re humor and lighthearted, positive outlook in the face of everything. 



It has been said, “Don’t sweat the small stuff. And it’s all 

small stuff.”84 This advice is especially true at work. No mat-

ter how important we are in the company or organization, in the grand scheme of things, it’s small stuff that makes up our jobs. Most of the time, someone else could do our jobs, which doesn’t make them, or us, less meaningful. It means that we should always pay attention to our freedom of imagination — to play, hike, cook, write science fi ction,  become president of a small country — which is always available to us. To quote Albert Einstein, “Imagination is more important than knowledge.” 
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With our habit of turning to television, video games, and the Web, we often forget that we have access to our imagination at any moment. We have almost trained ourselves out of imagining. But if you talk with anyone who has survived trauma or has overcome hardship, they usually say that their imagination is their best friend. 



In the concentration camps, as Roberto Benigni’s 

Guido did, Frankl seized on various fantasies to fi ght off despair. He envisioned meeting his mother once more and visiting with his wife. He imagined himself climbing mountains again — one of his favorite pastimes. And he fantasized about personal pleasures, such as having a warm bath, and more public ones, such as lecturing to a packed audito-rium. In the latter image, he said, his own ambition helped prevent fi nal despondency. 



For prisoners, it’s often food that stimulates their imaginations and sends them off on mental journeys. They recreate, over and over, the meal they will eat when they are free. In imagination they create the colors, textures, tastes, and scents of this food so vividly that the meal sees them through years of isolation and hopelessness. It’s a meal that offers meaning to their lives. 



When we become too focused on what’s in front of us 

at work — whether it’s an oppressive manager, a wayward employee, a complicated task, or a boring routine — it’s like looking at the earth from space and focusing on just one rain cloud over Idaho. We need to remember that life is huge, and so are our lives. When we grow distressed about our jobs and work, we lose sight of the meaning in our lives. Our ability to detach from the distress and focus imaginatively on some-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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thing that pleases us can return us to our freedom and to our source of authentic meaning. 



Creative distraction, or de-refl ection, to use Frankl’s word, is also useful when we have to do something really important at work, such as give a presentation or participate in a crucial meeting. By paying attention to our breathing and to tension in our bodies, and by imagining ourselves in a safe, nurturing place, we can calm ourselves. We can return to our selves, and not be so vulnerable to whatever role we think we are expected to play. When we bring our authentic, centered selves to the situation, even if we don’t always know the right thing to say, we speak from our inherent authority, the person we are. This is something to which we are all sensitive. We all recognize when someone is being authentic, and we feel comfortable: we like them and feel at ease. By drawing imaginatively from the source of our authenticity, we can move beyond role playing in our jobs. An ethics of 

authenticity emerges, and real work can begin.85



We may believe that we must maintain our roles because they are what people expect. To do so, we do and say what most enhances our vision of our role at work. But in the long run, such an effort is exhausting — for us and for others. It is important to remember that knowing our job and playing a role are two different things. Giving up the role-playing to be who we are and doing our job is the most powerful combination of all. 



Sometimes we need help to shift from role-playing to 

authenticity, and it is our ability to de-refl ect creatively that can help us the most. It is always available. Just imagine. 



Often when we de-refl ect — that is, shift our focus of Shift Your Focus of Attention
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attention — from what is bothering us at work (or in our personal life), we gain insight into the problem. For instance, many of our challenges with others stem from the fact that the ways we see things, make decisions, and do our jobs differs from those of someone we work with. Such differences can seem huge. How we perceive these differences can get a big boost from a little de-refl ection, leading to constructive resolutions. 

 De-refl ection is intended to counteract . . . compulsive inclination 

 to self-observation.86



The principle of de-refl ection, Frankl would say, helps us to ignore those aspects of our life and work that should be ignored. It also helps to lead us from absorption in our problems toward the true meanings that await our discovery. In effect, de-refl ection encourages us to perceive something new in a situation so that we are able let go of our old perceptions and patterns of behavior. Through this meaning-centered process, we are able to mature by transcending those conditions that limit us, so that we can make new commitments and identify those things that can (and should) be avoided. 

Practicing De-refl ection

A simple exercise can help you practice de-refl ection  and deal with real, practical issues at work and in your everyday life. It’s called the Mental Excursion Exercise. In addition to helping you shift your focus of attention and take a mental journey elsewhere, this exercise can be used to facilitate creative thinking and problem solving. 



Begin by jotting on a piece of paper the situation, prob-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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lem, or predicament you are facing. Now list situations that are similar to yours, making sure that you stretch your imagination as much as possible by deferring judgment. Enjoy the process of free association and making connections in your mind. Remember, you are trying to escape from your problem situation, so identify situations that are different from each other. As a catalyst and guide, fi ll in the blanks of the following sentence: “My problem situation, [What is it?], is like [What is analogous to my situation?].” For example, “The challenge of having to merge two different organizations is like getting married.” Once again, stretch your thinking! 



Now select at least two analogous problem situations 

from your list and brainstorm what you would need to do or have to resolve each of these situations. In the sample analogy, for example, what might you need to do in the process of getting married? Record your thoughts in a list, without pausing to edit, trying to capture as many ideas as possible. 



Congratulations! You’ve taken a mental excur-

sion — actually, two or more excursions. Now return to your original issue — your point of departure, so to speak — and spend some time generating ideas for possible solutions to it. 

The best way to do this step is to make connections with the items you listed as necessary to resolve the analogous problem situations. Since you chose situations that were similar to your original one, you know right away that there is a relationship between the situations. Your mission is to use your lists of items to resolve the analogous problem situations (for example, the things you identifi ed that need to be done in the process of getting married) as a springboard for generating ideas that might be used to approach, or even resolve, your Shift Your Focus of Attention
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original problem situation (for example, merging two different organizations). Two ideas that might come to mind are (1) decide where to live (offi ce location) and how to merge two households (offi ces), and (2) invite the families (executive teams) to a rehearsal party. 



We all bring different histories, experiences, skills, and motivations to our jobs. When we incorporate a bit of de-refl ection into our processes, we invite others to be as effective as they know how to be without anyone feeling judged by the differences. 



Exercising our ability to de-refl ect  diffi culties at work helps us to be more resilient. We may even feel more confi dent because we have a reliable, constructive way of coping when situations become diffi cult. This mindset can serve us in minor challenges, such as deciding what kind of offi ce equipment to buy, and in big ones, such as how to deal with losing our jobs. 



In a perfect world, the jobs we love would be ours forever. But more and more skilled people are faced with losing their jobs after many years of employment. Sometimes the job loss is a sudden shock — we are forced into action with no warning. At other times we can see it coming — the possibility, if not always the probability. In either case, fear and anxiety accompany the insecurity. The situation and our emotions can make us gear up to be better and more productive employees, or we can shift our focus from our immediate investment in our job and imaginatively look up and out over our personal horizons. The possibilities are unlimited, and the choice is ours. 



Our ability to forget ourselves and focus our attention Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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can be very useful in the search for meaning in both our personal lives and our work lives. When it helps us reconnect to who we are, who we love, and what’s worth doing, de-refl ection restores us above and beyond our jobs and our money. 

No longer prisoners of our thoughts, we are restored to an awareness of meaning. 

 

Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal or work life from 

Moment

which you felt the need to shift your attention to 

deal with it eff ectively (this may even be your situation today). Perhaps you were faced with a family or 

business problem that was especially stressful. Maybe you were thrust into an emergency that required swift action. How did you shift your focus from the situation to something else? What did you imagine or fantasize about? What, if anything, did you do as a result of your shift of focus? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? 

In particular, what did you learn about your capacity for de-refl ection? In hindsight, what could you have done diff erently in this situation? 

Meaning Question: In what ways do you use your imagina-

? 

tion to refocus your attention when dealing with problem-atic situations in your personal life and at work? 

Think about the ways in which you can help your co-workers learn and practice de-refl ection at work — as a coping mechanism and a tool for learning and growth. How would you ask them to demonstrate that they Shift Your Focus of Attention
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understand and can apply this principle? Now think about the ways in which you can help your family members or friends learn and practice de-refl ection in their lives — as a coping mechanism and a tool for learning and growth. What would you ask them to do to demonstrate that they understand and can apply this principle? 
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10

Extend 

Beyond 

Yourself

 Don’t aim at success — the more you aim at it and make it a target, the more you are going to miss it. For success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it must ensue and it only does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of one’s surrender to a person other than oneself. Happiness must happen, and the same holds 

 for success: you have to let it happen by not caring about it.87

Andrea Jaeger was the youngest seeded player in Wimbledon history in 1980. At only fi fteen years old, she was also the youngest U.S. Open semifi nalist that same year. Described as a “pigtailed, teenage wunderkind,” Andrea was positioned for continued athletic success and fame. Yet by 1984 her career in tennis had ended because of injuries and burnout, and Andrea disappeared from the sports radar screen and the public’s eye. 



Andrea Jaeger’s life had taken a turn, but her legacy 

was just beginning to unfold. During her years as a tennis phenomenon, Andrea had spent her time off with sick children in hospitals around the world. Through these heartfelt encounters, Andrea’s true metamorphosis was taking place. 
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After moving to Aspen, Colorado, in 1989, she made the decision to dedicate her life to terminally ill children, to give them a greater opportunity to experience life. 



“The whole mission was to bring opportunities for 

children with cancer and other life-threatening diseases to enhance their lives and to make things possible on a long-term basis,” Jaeger said. 



Jaeger created a charity, the Kids’ Stuff Foundation, and with the help of friends and other supporters, brought children from all over the world to Colorado for a week at a time to experience life outside the hospital room. At fi rst Andrea relied on local hotels to accommodate her young visitors. 

However, with the development of the ten-acre Silver Lining Ranch, built totally through donations, Andrea’s dream for a properly designed facility became a reality. In June 1999 the fi rst children, twenty in all, arrived to stay at the ranch, and Andrea was there to greet them. 



The Silver Lining Ranch, which is within the Aspen city limits, touches every soul in addition to attending to the children’s individual needs. Groups are kept small intentionally: 

“I believe in the philosophy of one child at a time,” Jaeger says. She continues: “If you can make a child smile or laugh, well, your place in the world has been preserved. You carry a lot of what the kids bring, and when you see the strength, the character, the hope in their eyes and hearts, it gets you through the darkest hours you could ever have fund-raising.” 



In July 2001 Andrea Jaeger was interviewed on  NBC 

 Dateline. After a tour of the ranch, the interviewer was so impressed she asked Jaeger, “How do you want to be remembered?” Without having to think, Jaeger quickly replied, “I Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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don’t need to be remembered. I want the  kids to be remembered.” In no small way, Andrea’s response shows us that the heart’s light within the human spirit is most brightly illuminated when we create meaning beyond our own lives. 



When we work creatively and productively with others, our experience of meaning can be profound. When we work directly for the good of others, meaning deepens in ways that reward us beyond measure. Whenever we go beyond satisfying our own personal needs, we enter the realm of what Frankl called ultimate meaning. Other people call it connection to a higher self, to God, to our own spirit, to universal consciousness, to love, to the collective good. Frankl’s decision to call his unique approach to psychotherapy Logotherapy is signifi cant in a spiritual sense too. Besides being roughly translated as “the meaning,” the root word,  logos, a common Greek word, also has deep spiritual meaning and implications. No matter what it’s called, ultimate meaning is deep meaning, and it transforms our lives. 

The Spirit of Play at Work

We all recognize team spirit when we feel it, but what exactly is it? A leading authority on team spirit offered the following observation:

 When you ask people . . . what it is like being part of a great team, what is most striking is the meaningfulness of the experience. People talk about being part of something larger than themselves, of being connected, of being generative. It becomes quite clear that, for many, their experiences as part of truly great teams stand out as singular periods of life lived to the fullest. Some spend the rest of their lives looking for ways to recapture that spirit. 88



Team spirit is bigger than we are — no matter how large our group is — yet it cannot exist without us. And no matter Extend Beyond Yourself
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what our goal is, team spirit itself is not goal oriented. Rather, team spirit grows out of doing and being together. It is part of the process. The results, or product, always come later. 



On the playing fi eld, whether in sports or in business, team spirit raises everybody’s individual spirits. When team spirit is alive, anything becomes possible. And even when the result is a smashing success, the personal rewards are always more profound  during the process. What we remember as deeply meaningful and transformative is the being and doing together — the  playing. 



What sport, theater, and every job on the planet have 

in common is the potential for play. When we give and take, when we are there for one another — on the fi eld and off — it’s play that brings us together. Play provides rewards that reach beyond ourselves, anchoring meaning somewhere “out there,” 

where it means something to us all, and beyond us all. 



Paradoxically, focusing too much on the goal removes us from play and makes the goal more diffi cult to reach. And the place where play — this wonderful manifestation of the human condition — is most likely to be squelched is where it’s most needed: at work. Being a boss is often like being a parent: we forget everything we learned along the way about play. We forget about fun and games and how well we learn and grow without being told how. Our natural inclination is toward playing together coopera-tively and joyfully. Yet in the workplace many managers go into meltdown. Call in the brigades, work is not being taken seriously! 

Stop the fun before it spreads! Shoot the bastards! 



How many of us have had this experience? We’re just 

getting somewhere with the task at hand or the problem of the day — whether it’s as an individual or part of a group — and Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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we get caught having fun. Immediately the creative wind is sucked right out of our sails. Spirits are dampened; the progress we’ve made is tarnished. It’s usually only much later, when enough time has passed to allow us to recreate our feelings of success, that progress is restarted. If only those belea-guered managers knew what a disservice they are doing to the company when they dampen the spirit of creative play at work. It’s what creates exuberance and keeps us at our most productive. If we can’t freely express creative play, this reward that costs the company nothing is destroyed. 

Growing Meaning in a Corporation

Whenever our work takes us outside ourselves, we experience greater meaning, whether it’s doing something as simple as choosing a location for the next company retreat or as complex as creating a meaning-based multinational corporation. 

When we work to bring meaning to a company, beyond the bottom line, we bring meaning to everyone who works there and to life itself. This is a gargantuan task when it comes to the corporate world because the sole task of a corporation, as a legal entity, is to grow money. Growing meaning is not in its job description. But the stockholders, CEOs, and the employees can, if they are heroic, grow meaning in a corporation. 



Throughout this book, we’ve seen examples of excel-

lent companies that are focused on objectives beyond money, where the quest for personal meaning and fulfi llment really matters. But what about those companies that espouse such existential values, and yet the rubber never meets the road? 

I’m not talking about organizations that clearly have no intention of growing meaning but those that say they do. 
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Years ago, I worked with George, the president and 

CEO of a mid-sized corporation that specialized in the development of state-of-the-art technologies to promote human potential. Thanks to George’s solid reputation in his scientifi c  fi eld from working in the space program, his company was able to recruit some of the best scientists in the country and attract substantial investments of capital. George was fl amboyant and charismatic, and he loved being in the media spotlight (where he found himself often). 



As both a leader and manager, George presented himself as a sort of guru, having self-published a book that laid out his philosophy of life and business. George saw everyone as interconnected, professing that the whole was greater than the sum of the parts. Moreover, he said that his company was intentionally designed and managed on such principles, presumably to ensure that meaning at work, and meaningful work, would always play a central role in his company. 

But even though George talked the talk and hugged all of his employees — including  frequent  group  hugs — I  observed  low morale, high turnover, distrust, and disrespect throughout the company’s ranks. Good intentions aren’t enough to grow anything, let alone meaning. 

Living Beyond Ourselves

We all know individuals who live beyond themselves and for others in their work lives and personal lives. Usually, they seem to be doing it because it’s in their nature or because they have been blessed with good mentors along their path — including parents, teachers, and bosses, who have guided them by example. I suspect, moreover, that their giving natures often Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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grow out of personal experience. Perhaps they suffered as kids and know what it’s like, so they became foster parents. Perhaps they were raised with a lot of money and comfort in their lives and want to give back, so they joined the Peace Corps. Maybe they rose to the top of their profession, found it wanting, searched for deeper meaning, and then got a job in a low-paying, nonprofi t organization that serves others. Perhaps they’ve been to the top of their profession, loved it, and been inspired to help others. 



If we take a few minutes to look around in our lives, 

every day we will see people doing things for others, quietly, unexpectedly, and without compensation. If we were to ask why, they might not have ready answers. But I suspect they would all agree that it feels good. Selfl essness feels good. It satisfi es something in us that yearns to transcend ourselves, that knows we are honoring a deeper meaning in life when we serve the needs of others. 



The capacity to extend beyond yourself, according to 

Frankl, is another one of our unique traits as human beings. 

Indeed,  self-transcendence, as it is referred to in Logotherapy, is the essence of our humanness. Put differently, being human basically means focusing on and relating to something other than oneself. Recognizing the abstract nature of self-transcendence, Frankl uses the human eye as an analogy:

 In a way, your eyes are self-transcendent as well. Just notice that the capacity of the eye to perceive the surrounding world is ironically dependent on its incapacity to perceive itself, except in a mirror. At the moment my eye perceives something of itself, for instance a halo with colors around a light, it perceives its own glaucoma. At the moment I see clouding I perceive my own cata-ract, something of my own eye. But the healthy eye, the normal Extend Beyond Yourself
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 eye, doesn’t see anything of itself. The seeing capacity is impaired 

 to the very extent to which the eye perceives something of itself.89



Although such a comparison with the healthy eye helps 

us better understand the nature of self-transcendence, another transformational quality may help us come to terms with why self-transcendence is so vitally important. A humanis-

tic concept advanced in South Africa, called Ubuntu,90 not only provides the foundation for African management but also is pertinent to our understanding of self-transcendence. 

The full expression in Zulu of this concept is  ubuntu ngumun-tu ngabantu,  translated roughly into English as “a person is only a person through other persons.” Ubuntu is not about relationships per se; rather, it is about the way human beings establish their own humanness by recognizing and reaching out to the humanness of others. I propose that it is because of Ubuntu — that is, because humanness can only be expressed by caring for others — that self-transcendence occurs. In effect, we must be able to extend beyond ourselves so that we can fulfi ll or realize more of ourselves. 



To gain an appreciation for the refl ective basis for self-transcendence, let me share with you the following story, 

called “The Echo”:91

 A son and his father are walking in the mountains. Suddenly, the son falls, hurts himself, and screams: “AAAhhhhhhhhhhh!!!” 

 To his surprise, he hears a voice repeating, somewhere in the mountains: “AAAhhhhhhhhhhh!!!” Curious, he yells out: “Who are you?” He receives the answer: “Who are you?” And then he screams to the mountain: “I admire you!” The voice answers: “I admire you!” Angered at the response, he screams: “Coward!” 

 He receives the answer: “Coward!” He looks to his father and asks: “What’s going on?” The father smiles and says: “My son, pay attention.” Again, the boy screams: “You are a champion!” 
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 The voice answers: “You are a champion!” The boy is surprised, but does not understand. Then the father explains: “People call this Echo, but really this is Life. It gives you back everything you say or do.” Our life is simply a refl ection of our actions. If you want more love in the world, create more love in your heart. If you want more competence in your team, improve your own competence. This relationship applies to everything, in all aspects of life. Life will give you back everything you have given to it. 

 Your life is not a coincidence. It’s a refl ection of you! 



Now stop and think for a moment. Are you paying atten-

tion and listening to your echo? From what life seems to be calling out to you, what are you calling out to life? 

Miracle on the Hudson

It is called the “miracle on the Hudson.” On Thursday, January 15, 2009, US Airways fl ight 1549 crashed into the Hudson River minutes after takeoff from New York City’s LaGuardia Airport. After being crippled by a collision with a fl ock  of birds, the plane carrying 155 passengers went down just feet from the Manhattan skyline. Miraculously, all passengers and crew members survived. 



While commercial jet crashes fortunately are rare, surviving a major airline accident such as that of US Airways fl ight 1549 is even rarer. Luck and good fortune were obviously at work in this particular case. So was the unquestioned expertise of the pilot, Chesley B. “Sully” Sullenberger, who became a national hero, copilot Jeffrey Skiles, and their crew for the way they handled the abrupt and unusual landing and evacuation. Expertise was also displayed by the crews of the U.S. Coast Guard vessels, tour boats, and commuter ferries who quickly came to the plane’s rescue. 
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This was an unforgettable life-and-death experience. 

And the level of expertise and professional readiness of everyone involved in the entire rescue effort cannot be overlooked or minimized. This said, the real-life drama of and lessons learned from US Airways fl ight 1549 go well beyond strict professionalism and fi rst responder experience per se. The actions that began with Captain Sullenberger and his crew, and that continued with everyone, including passengers, who played a part in ensuring that all people safely departed the plane and were rescued, underscore that something else was at work too. And although this something else might be viewed as part of the “miracle” that unfolded on the Hudson, I sub-mit that it is also a manifestation of something more practical and realistic: the elevation of the human spirit at work in the service of others, or self-transcendence — that is, extending beyond oneself. 



Think about it for a minute. A potential catastrophe 

with loss of human life was averted on the Hudson River by the actions of people caring for and helping other people in need, even at the risk of their own safety and welfare. Over and over again, from the stories of US Airways fl ight 1549, we heard about civility and heroism that went well beyond the call of duty. 



As the aircraft began to sink into the Hudson River’s 

frigid gray current, witnesses described a scene of level-head-ed teamwork to evacuate the weak and injured, including an infant and an elderly woman in a wheelchair. Moreover, as passengers scrambled for the exits, they did so in as calm a way as possible under the circumstances, even carrying the helpless and ignoring their own fear so that everyone fi led Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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quickly and safely through the exit doors and out onto the wings and the emergency chutes. All of this was accomplished under extremely harsh conditions — most passengers were not properly dressed for being outdoors and they fl ed without their life jackets. A few even fell into the 36-degree water, where hypothermia would have quickly taken their lives. 



However, fellow passengers, who effectively were strangers, displayed unselfi sh acts of courage, risking their lives to fi sh their fallen comrades out of the water! And I’m not yet talking about the bravery exhibited by the plane’s pilot and crew or the fi rst responders and other emergency personnel who came to the aid of the stranded passengers! No, once again, I’m talking about ordinary people helping other ordinary people under circumstances that simply boggle the mind. 

For example, I read about one passenger, who, although soaked and shivering from having been in the river, turned her attention to a fellow passenger who had suffered a deep gash in her leg and was bleeding heavily. Despite the obvious propensity for chaos all around her, this truly volunteer aid worker observed that the most amazing thing was that she saw no pushing or shoving — only help and compassion. How is this for a practical example of the spirit of service and the Echo? 



There is no question that the rescue of US Airways fl ight 1549 inspired millions of people around the world. Moreover, as I have already pointed out, there was no shortage of heroes on the Hudson that day. Captain Sullenberger, a former fi ghter pilot, went up and down the listing, drifting craft — twice — to make sure that everyone got out before he did the same. And Extend Beyond Yourself
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those aboard the Coast Guard vessels, tour boats, and commuter ferries worked hard and fast to rescue the people from the jetliner, even giving them their gloves, jackets, and coats to prevent hypothermia. A couple of New York City police detectives selfl essly entered the plane to rescue some passengers who were still inside, while their police scuba diver colleagues dropped from a helicopter high above to pull some passengers from the icy water. If the accident itself was hard to imagine, so was the result: except for one person with two broken legs, there were no other reports of serious injuries, and all 155 people on board were pulled to safety. 



Yes, be realistic and expect miracles, I say! By directing attention to something beyond ourselves, it is possible (and realistic) to manifest the human spirit at work and turn what could be meaningless suffering into a genuine human achievement. This is what occurred on the Hudson River on January 15, 2009, when human beings demonstrated that they can — and will — rise above their predicament, against the odds, and manifest the spirit of service by extending beyond themselves. Moreover, I’m sure that everyone associated with the “miracle on the Hudson,” even those who only observed it from afar, discovered deep personal meaning in the experience. 

The Path of Forgiveness

The yearning to be of deep service often grows out of deep suffering. Viktor Frankl, Nelson Mandela, Mahatma Gandhi, the Dalai Lama, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Aung San Suu 

Kyi — all transformed their suffering into service. They experienced their suffering as meaningful in the most profound Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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ways. It wasn’t bitterness that resulted from their suffering, it was  love — and   meaning. The sacredness of being human was the legacy of their suffering and it informed and transformed the rest of their lives. Meaning became their life’s work. 



We aren’t all called to be a Mandela or a Gandhi. But 

if we pay attention, we will fi nd that life calls to us every day to go beyond our own interests. And when we do, our own interests are served in ways that are inexplicably and profoundly meaningful. 



Perhaps the most challenging thing we can do to go 

beyond ourselves is to forgive. At work, this is especially hard because our emotional ties may not be as strong, and therefore neither is the motivation to forgive. Yet when we look at forgiveness in the light of others’ ability to forgive, the path should not seem so daunting. 



Frankl didn’t subscribe to the concept of collective guilt, and whenever possible he fought this idea, even though it was an unpopular stand after the war. He also forgave his Nazi guards; he even felt compassion for them. In  Man’s Search for Meaning, he tells about the SS offi cer who was the head of the concentration camp from which Frankl was fi nally liber-ated. After his liberation, Frankl learned that this SS man 

“had secretly spent considerable sums of his own money at the drugstore in the nearby village, purchasing medications for the camp inmates.” 92



Nelson Mandela walked a path of forgiveness during 

and after his nearly thirty years of imprisonment. It almost seems as though meaning holds forgiveness at its core — that we can’t reach life’s deeper meaning without going through forgiveness of ourselves and others. 
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Forgiveness means letting go of our suffering. It has much more to do with our own well-being than with that of the person we forgive. When we hold on to our suffering — our resentment, hurt, and anger — we are inside ourselves with self-pity. Our suffering becomes a veil through which we see ourselves and others, something we have to feed, keep alive, and justify. If we don’t, we believe we allow the other person to be “right” in their unjust treatment of us. 



But forgiveness does not mean forgetting, diminishing, or condoning the misdeed. It has much more to do with free-ing ourselves from its hold. In fact, forgiving can be one of the most powerful things we do. Our ability to live our lives with love and generosity — impeded when we hold on to our grievances — is freed when we forgive. We don’t have to love or be generous to the woman who was disloyal to us at work or the man who belittled our ideas at a staff meeting, but when we forgive them, we liberate ourselves from captivity. 

Love and generosity will return in their own time. 



The search for meaning in our lives takes us on paths 

large and small. When we go beyond ourselves — whether in service, forgiveness, unselfi shness, thoughtfulness, generosity, and understanding toward others — we enter into the spiritual realm of meaning. By giving beyond ourselves, we make our own lives richer. This long-understood truth is at the heart of all meaningful spiritual traditions. It’s a mystery that can only be experienced. And when we do experience it, we are in the heart of meaning. We are no longer prisoners of our thoughts. 
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Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal or work life in 

Moment

which you felt the need to self-transcend, or extend 

beyond yourself, to deal eff ectively with it (this may even be your situation today). Perhaps you were 

faced with a pressing family issue or perplexing customer issue that required an extraordinary response. Maybe you were faced with a question of corporate social responsibility or parental guidance that required some soul-searching for an answer. How did you extend beyond yourself to deal with the situation? What, if anything, did you do as a result of your shift in consciousness? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In particular, what did you learn about your capacity for self-transcendence? In hindsight, what could you have done differently in this situation? 

Meaning Question: In what ways do you relate and direct to 

? 

something other than yourself in your life and work? 

Think about the ways in which you can help your co-workers learn and practice self-transcendence at work. How could you ask them to demonstrate that they understand and can apply this principle? Think also about the ways in which you can help your family members or friends learn and practice self-transcendence in their lives. What would you ask them to do to demonstrate that they understand and can apply this principle? 

 Extend Beyond Yourself
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Living and Working 

with Meaning

 Man’s search for meaning is the primary motivation in his life 

 and not a “secondary rationalization” of instinctual drives.93

“I don’t like working with maggots,” Rick said to me as we were discussing his current job and career aspirations. Believe it or not, Rick was referring to the clients he has as a probation offi cer for the state department of corrections! He had worked in his current position for over four years and said he had not changed his views about the people with whom he was in daily contact — people who obviously depended on him for advice and support. 



After some probing, I learned that Rick had grown up as a ward of the state, bouncing between various sets of foster parents, with periodic stints in an orphanage. But rather than making him sympathetic and compassionate toward those in need, Rick’s experience resulted in just the opposite outcome — he became insensitive and unforgiving. Unlike many people who have gone through similar situations, Rick couldn’t (and didn’t 173

want to) relate to people who in his view weren’t able to take care of themselves, who “slurped at the public trough” — that is, who depended on public assistance in some form. 



After graduation from college with a degree in fi nance, Rick took the fi rst full-time job that was available. “Anything would be better than busing tables or fl ipping burgers,” 

he thought. And although he had never imagined working either in a government or social services position, he jumped at the chance to be a probation offi cer. Because he needed the full-time work experience, and because he fi gured  he would fi nd something better soon, Rick the probation offi cer and human services warrior came into being. 



Right off the bat he knew this kind of job was not for him, yet he felt trapped. Working full-time for a regular salary was new to him and he liked it — the regular salary, that is. 

Plus, the state provided a decent benefi ts package. Most of his friends envied him, and Rick soon found himself working on cruise control. He didn’t need to feel; he only needed to put in the hours necessary to receive his paycheck and benefi ts. 



When I talked with Rick, he said that he was feeling 

more depressed than usual and was having a diffi cult  time getting up in the morning to go to work. During the work day, he said, he felt extremely edgy, he complained a lot (about work, his co-workers, his clients), and he even looked for things to argue about with his supervisor. He was “cruisin’ 

for a bruisin’” and he knew it. He just didn’t know what to do about it. He felt lost, confi ned, unhappy, and unfulfi lled. 



Whatever we might say about Rick’s psychological 

makeup, I think that we can all agree with this: Rick was in the wrong job! And, more importantly, Rick had become a Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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prisoner of his thoughts. If only he could have recognized that he, and nobody else, held the keys to his own freedom, he could have escaped. 

Unlocking Personal Meaning

The keys to unlocking personal meaning in life and at work are, and always have been, within our reach. They are as close as this very moment. Whenever we stop long enough to connect to ourselves, to our environment, to those with whom we live and work, to the task before us, to the extraordinary interdependence that is always part of our lives, we experience meaning. Meaning comes with being who we are in this world. And it is the world that graces us with meaning. 



Sometimes we are graced through our very graceless-

ness. This too can lead us to meaning, perhaps when we least expect it, maybe through chaos and confusion. In our working life we might lay tracks that veer off in one direction just as the train of our life decides to go in a completely different direction. At those times we are a wreck waiting to happen. 



Most of us have such times in our lives. The pressures pile on and we adjust and maneuver accordingly. We shift our attitudes, we push our bodies; we reframe our experiences to fi t the challenges in our lives. Then something happens and it all falls apart. 



When we embrace new possibilities for ourselves, even if they are diffi cult and challenging, we embrace possibilities for others. And the results can have unanticipated rewards. Viktor Frankl says, “Each of us has his own inner concentration camp . . . we must deal with, with forgiveness and patience as 

full human beings; as we are and what we will become.”94
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Life has a way of leading us to meaning — if we let it. If we can roll with life’s punches and allow ourselves to be humbled by life’s blows, we can know deeper and deeper unconditional love for ourselves and others. Or we can toughen up and harden, becoming more resistant and less and less able to love. 



There is a saying, “If you want things to stay the same, then something is going to have to change.” If there’s one thing that does stay the same, it’s change. In fact our lives and the world seem to change more and more rapidly and dramatically, offering more opportunities and possibilities, making our choices more complex. We are continually challenged to know who we are, what our values are, and how best to live by them. When we take the time to know ourselves, to know and honor our own integrity, we move deeper into meaning. 

When we act from the center of who we are and what we 

represent — honesty, fairness, kindness, and love — our lives are in partnership with meaning, on the job and off. To know we are blessed with meaning, that it graces every aspect and every moment of our lives, is true freedom. At work, it frees us from the judgment of our bosses and co-workers; it frees us to be in tune with what we know best — our own melody of life. It’s a melody that only we can sing. 

 The struggle for existence is a struggle “for” something; it is pur-poseful, and only in so being is it meaningful and able to bring meaning into life. 95



When we live and work with meaning, we can choose 

to see meaning, to cultivate meaning, and to share meaning. 

We can choose our attitudes to life and work; we can choose Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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how to respond to others, how to respond to our jobs, and how to make the best of diffi cult circumstances. We can transcend ourselves and be transformed by meaning. 



As we awaken to life’s meaning inside us, we fi nd that meaning is full of surprises, defying our expectations. We fi nd connections to meaning in the most unusual places and with the most unexpected people, in our personal lives and at work. Our awareness grows, and we become more intensely ourselves and more deeply human. 



We will also fi nd that meaning itself changes. What 

makes sense for us at one time in our working and nonworking lives might not make sense at another time. But when we are rooted in meaning, we can sway much more fl exibly, whether it is in a breeze or a hurricane. 



Our work lives serve us in unique and meaningful ways 

that only we truly understand and appreciate. Our work represents our many facets, but it is we who bring light to the work. 

If our work is fulfi lling in and of itself, we know why. If our work serves us beyond the workplace, we know why. It is this knowing why that represents meaning. And knowing why means that we know ourselves and what is calling to us at work — whether it’s providing fi nancial responsibility to our loved ones, honoring our unique talents, fulfi lling the needs of our families, responding to the needs of the world, being available to do the job that fate sends our way, or any combination of the above. 

Meaning Analysis

Let’s now take a look at our lives from this “knowing why” 

perspective. As our frame of reference, let’s use one of Frankl’s methods of meaning analysis. The aim of meaning analysis is Living and Working with Meaning
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to help people take hold of life by uncovering and focusing on the core values that collectively form the primary motivation in their life: the search for meaning. All human beings, Frankl would say, ultimately have both the freedom and the responsibility to position themselves along two key dimensions of life (see fi gure 2 above). 96



The horizontal axis in fi gure 2 depicts the dimension of success (+) and  failure (–). The vertical axis represents the dimension of  meaning (+) and  despair (–), where  meaning refers to the fulfi llment or realization of the person’s will to meaning and  despair is the failure to fi nd meaning or the conviction that life is meaninglessness. Over the course of their lives, people experience different degrees of success in work and their personal lives, and they have a shifting awareness of meaning. They thus fi nd themselves at different points on the graph at different times. In this way the fi gure can provide a representation of our current existential status. 
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So how do we use the fi gure, and what can it tell us? First let’s consider how people might be placed in one of the four quadrants or along one of the two axes based on their situation. For example, a wealthy, successful business executive who nevertheless may view his work as unfulfi lling or life as devoid of meaning, or both, would be represented by a point somewhere in quadrant D. Think now of other people who might also fall into this category — perhaps someone who is highly successful in a traditional, material sense, yet unfulfi lled, suffering from inner emptiness or despair. We all know, or know of, some quadrant D people, don’t we? They might be our co-workers, bosses, friends, neighbors, or family members as well as corporate icons, celebrities, or star athletes. 



In contrast, consider people who could hardly be considered successful by societal standards — they may exist modest-ly on a meager salary or pension — but who may be content and happy with their work and everyday life. They might be working in a low-paying, low-profi le job or volunteering for a nonprofi t cause. In the fi gure, we would fi nd these people somewhere in quadrant A. Who might you place in this quadrant? 



Quadrant B of the fi gure is the place for people who are both successful in a societal sense and fulfi lled in a meaning sense. You might recall the story of Tom Chappell and how he effectively moved along the vertical axis toward meaning while remaining on the success side of the horizontal dimension. And don’t forget the remarkable, inspirational lives of Christopher and Dana Reeve. Others who exhibit the traits of a quadrant B life can be found in the business world, in sports (let’s not forget Andrea Jaeger), in government and politics — indeed, in all sectors of society. 

 Living and Working with Meaning
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Quadrant C is where we would fi nd those people who 

could be described as down and out. They are unsuccessful in relative terms and, more importantly, unfulfi lled, perhaps even empty, in terms of their sense of personal meaning. Ideally, of course, we’d like to see this particular quadrant empty, but I’m sure you can identify prospective candidates for this quadrant from people you have met. 



In essence, this fi gure is a diagram of life. But what about your life? What about  your work? Where would you place yourself in this two-dimensional space? And where, you should ask yourself, would you  like to be? In a 1953 letter, Frankl wrote, “It is said: where there is a will, there is a way; I add, where there is an aim, there is a will.” Do you have the kind of will Frankl is referring to? Do you also have an aim? Where does it appear to be taking you, not just on the horizontal axis but along the vertical axis as well? What does work mean to you, and what  kind of work (and, by implication, what kind of life) really matters to you? 



Now imagine a job or type of work you really want to do. 

Ask yourself: Would this kind of work help me realize my will to meaning? If so, what do I have to do to get the job? What am I doing now that will help me along the way? What am I doing now that is  in my way? What could I do now to help me along the way? 



No matter what our specifi c job might be, it is the  work we do that represents who we are. When we meet our work with enthusiasm, appreciation, generosity, and integrity, we meet it with meaning. And no matter how mundane a job 

might seem at the time, we can transform it with meaning. 

Meaning is life’s legacy, and it is as available to us at work as Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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it is in our deepest spiritual quests. We breathe, therefore we are  spiritual. Life is, therefore it is  meaningful. We do, therefore we work. 



As quoted in Plato’s  Apology, the classical Greek philosopher Socrates said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” Doing the kind of meaning analysis I am suggesting is an important part of examining our life. The goal is to follow the ancient Greek aphorism “know thyself,” from an inscription at the Oracle of Apollo at Delphi. Surely this knowing takes effort, but the return on investment, as you’ve seen many times in this book, can be — and usually is — substantial. Meaning analysis offers guidance along the path to self-discovery and personal growth, to help you live and work with meaning, fi nd opportunities to live a truly authentic life, and achieve your highest potential. 

Bouvie & Me

Sometimes we fi nd ourselves guided along this path, our labyrinth of meaning, in ways and by guides that may seem a bit unusual but are signifi cant nonetheless. Meaning analysis, in other words, doesn’t always have to follow strict rules of logic or comply with the Socratic method. Indeed, our inclinations to discover and clarify meaning, gain insight, and explore alternative ways of being and doing may lead us in unexpected directions. Let me share an example that has had a profound and meaningful infl uence in my own life. 



Over the holidays last year I saw the movie  Marley 

 & Me, based on the  New York Times best-selling autobiographical book  Marley & Me: Life and Love with the World’s Worst Dog, by journalist John Grogan. In brief, this is the Living and Working with Meaning
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sentimental story of a newlywed couple who learn important life lessons from their adorable but naughty, neurotic, and very much out-of-control dog Marley, a yellow Labrador retriever. Described as the “world’s worst dog,” Marley nonetheless grows, both literally and fi guratively, into one of the most important  people in the Grogan family. 



I enjoyed the movie a great deal. Full disclosure: I’m a dog lover and owner, which makes such a movie more appealing and entertaining, especially for adults. Heck, I still get tears in my eyes when I think about the ending of the movie Old Yeller, one of the most memorable fi lms of my early childhood. There must be something special about those old yeller dogs! 



As I said, I have a dog and, like Marley, he’s also special and one of the most important members of  my family. He is not yellow, nor is he naughty, neurotic (at least not too much!), or out of control. I’m talking about Bouvie, a black and dark gray, Dutch-bred Bouvier des Flandres, who was born to “royalty” in Europe with the offi cial name of Tynan Inca van de Duca Vallei. Since many people are unfamiliar with the Bouvier breed, the household name Bouvie stuck with him as a way to remember the breed even before Bouvie arrived in North America at only nine weeks old (and could be held in one of my hands!). 



Also like Marley, Bouvie has without question taught 

me many important, meaningful life lessons over the years. 

Among other things, unlike the incorrigible Marley, he is trained as a therapy dog and has proven his weight in gold (he’s now a hundred-pound “lap dog”) working closely with Alzheimer’s patients — that is, he provides affection and com-Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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fort to them. This gives you a good idea of Bouvie’s tempera-ment, because a good therapy dog must be friendly, patient, confi dent, at ease in all situations, and gentle. Moreover, they must enjoy human contact and be content to be petted and handled, sometimes clumsily and aggressively. 



However, Bouvie’s infl uence on me and others goes well beyond his offi cial role as a working therapy dog. Like the key messages conveyed in both the book and movie  Marley & Me, life with Bouvie has been — and continues to be — fi lled with many meaning moments. Indeed, while he may be only a dog to some people, Bouvie is much more than man’s best friend to me. Over and over, he has shown himself to be an exceptionally wise mentor and confi dant, during good times and not-so-good times. Just as important, he demonstrates to me that too often I, like many others, become so focused on the many tasks that need to be accomplished day to day that I lose touch with the so-called simple things in life. Indeed, it is always great to have  someone in your life, like Bouvie, who can help you slow down to regain awareness of what really matters in life, as well as to enjoy life’s blessings and meaningful moments. The kind of relationship between Bouvie and me is itself an important source of meaning! 



I’ve learned a great deal from Bouvie. Among other 

things, I know that he helps to keep me grounded when the complexity of life begins to overwhelm me. As my mentor, he reminds me to appreciate what I have and not fret so much over what I don’t have. And as my personal trainer and therapy dog, Bouvie stands ready to coach and guide me to live a simple, healthy, and meaningful life. Of course, it’s up to me to listen to his cues. 
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Here are some of the life lessons — another form of 

meaning analysis — I’ve learned from Bouvie so far. To show my respect for Bouvie’s innate wisdom, I call these key life lessons the Tao of Bouvie:

The Tao of Bouvie

•  Start each day with a happy attitude. 

•  Greet each person you meet with enthusiasm. 

•  Delight in the simple joy of a long walk. 

•  Don’t be afraid to stick your head out the window. 

•  Don’t hold grudges for very long. 

•  Support those in need of a friend. 

•  Explore everything as you walk through the day. 

•  When someone is having a bad day, be supportive. 

•  Take plenty of rests to reenergize so that you are ready for the next adventure. 

•  Loyalty is a virtue, so be loyal. 

•  Play is good. 

•  Food is better (appreciate every meal like it is your last). 

•  A ball is all you need to feel fulfi lled. 

•  Relieve yourself regularly to help reduce stress. 

•  Set your limits by marking your spot. 

•  Accept treats and a kind pat on the head whenever they are offered. 

•  Protect those you love and who love you. 

•  Show your passion and enthusiasm with gusto. 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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  •  When you see loved ones, act as if you haven’t seen them for years. 

•  Be your authentic self. 

•  Display love unconditionally. 



The real challenge for me, and I suspect for most peo-

ple, is to act upon and manifest these meaningful guidelines in my own life with consistency and integrity — that is, to walk  them, not just  talk about them. I am reminded of a bum-per sticker I came across years ago that read, “Be the kind of person that your dog thinks you are!” How appropriate, don’t you think? Now what about  you? What are you learning from your dog or other pet that may be a signifi cant part of your life? After conducting your own meaning analysis, what things would you add to the above list? 



Viktor Frankl’s legacy was one of hope and possibility. 

He saw the human condition at its worst, with human beings behaving in unimaginably intolerable ways. He also saw human beings rising to heights of compassion and caring in what can only be described as miraculous acts of unselfi shness and transcendence. Something in us can rise above and beyond everything we think possible. Our instinct for meaning, in our everyday lives and in our work, is ours right now, at this very moment — as long as we are not prisoners of our thoughts. 

 We must never be content with what has already been achieved. 

 Life never ceases to put new questions to us, never permits us to come to rest. . . . The man who stands still is passed by; the man who is smugly contented loses himself. Neither in creating or experiencing may we rest content with achievement; every day, every 

 hour makes new deeds necessary and new experiences possible.97
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Meaning 

Recall a situation in your personal or work life in 

Moment

which you felt trapped or confi ned in some way 

and didn’t feel fulfi lled (this may even be your situation today). Perhaps you were in a bad relation-

ship. Or perhaps you were working in a job or position that you didn’t like. Maybe you were doing work that didn’t seem meaningful to you. 

What, if anything, did you do about this situation? Did you resolve it or did it resolve itself? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In hindsight, what could you have done diff erently in this situation? 

Meaning Question: In what ways do you fi nd meaning and 

? 

fulfi llment in your personal life and work? 

Think about the ways in which you can help your family members, friends, and co-workers unlock personal meaning and fulfi llment in their life and work. How would you ask them to demonstrate that they understand their responsibility to stand up to life and work in order to fi nd personal meaning and fulfi llment? 

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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The Meaning Diff erence®

The search for meaning is a megatrend of the twenty-fi rst century. I’ve made this claim on numerous occasions and have seen it confi rmed by many reliable sources with increasing frequency since this book was fi rst released. 98 Indeed, in our so-called postmodern world, there is increasing evidence that people in all walks and stages of life either are on a conscious search for meaning in their everyday lives, including their work lives, or at least they are aware that such a search for meaning is both necessary and desirable for their optimal health and well-being. 



Meaning is the energy or fuel that motivates us to 

achieve our full potential as human beings, in our personal and our working lives. As I pointed out in chapter 11, Dr. 

Frankl ardently believed that “man’s search for meaning is the  primary motivation in his life and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ of instinctual drives.” As a motivational force, the will to meaning is not external but is intrinsic to our very being — a part of our “soul’s code,” if you will — which distinguishes it from other human drives, such as those based primarily on pleasure or power (see chapter 5). 



Over the years, I’ve observed how these human moti-

vations play out in many different ways and places. I’ve also noticed marked differences in the quality of people’s personal 187

and working lives that appeared to be associated with, if not the direct result of, these motivations. Other things being equal, people whom I would describe as living or working with meaning as their primary source of motivation appeared to be more passionate, more engaged, and more resilient than those for whom meaning was either off their personal radar screen or was not a targeted destination on their life path. 



Again, it is more important to be aware than it is to be smart. An initial step toward a meaningful life, which includes meaningful work (again, I’m defi ning the notion of work very broadly), is becoming conscious of the basic human need to search for and discover meaning in life and work. And this is a step that each of us must take on our own; nobody else can do it for us. 



Let me repeat what may be one of Viktor Frankl’s most 

profound assertions: “I am convinced that in the fi nal analysis, there is no situation that does not contain within it the seed of a meaning.” In other words, meaning can be found everywhere, in and through all of life’s experiences — more like energy than matter. In this sense, it cannot be created or destroyed, only transformed. It exists in the moment — in  all moments, as Frankl suggested — and is waiting to be discovered. 

Meaning and Purpose

Unlike purpose, meaning is not a destination per se because it doesn’t stop when we fi nd it (or at least when we think that we’ve found it). I do not want to imply that purpose is not important, nor do I want to marginalize its inherent value. Having a purpose — especially one that helps defi ne and guide our life — is of course an important matter. Seeking Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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to clarify and understand our aims in life, in our personal and working lives, are also key elements of the existential (that is, meaning) analysis advanced in this book. Our purpose(s) along life’s path, as well as our higher life purpose, are integral parts of the meaning equation. They matter and have a purpose; therefore they have meaning. 



However, not everyone may be fortunate enough to fi nd or fulfi ll their purpose in life. Perhaps their life is cut short by a tragic accident, as a consequence of war or natural disaster, or from an incurable disease. Such misfortunes may leave us wondering about and saddened by lives that did not have the opportunity to realize their full potential. But even though their life  purpose may not have been fully revealed or fulfi lled, it does not mean that their lives did not have  meaning. On the contrary — and I hope that this central point is clear after reading this book —  all life has meaning. 



Sometimes the meaning in our lives looms big, stares 

us directly in the eyes (or perhaps in our mind’s eye), and therefore is easy to recognize. On other occasions, meaning is less obvious and may even seem insignifi cant — at  least at the time. I call these meaning moments mini-meanings, like the character Mini-Me in the  Austin Power movies. As Mini-Me was a clone of Dr. Evil in these fi lms, your mini-meanings are still a refl ection of you, so try to remain aware of them and discover what they may be telling you. By following the principle of detecting the meaning of life’s moments, a string of mini-meanings actually may suggest (or help to identify) a pattern that could result in a larger meaning as well as guide you toward a purpose that may not have been detectable before. I’ve learned in my own life, sometimes the The Meaning Difference
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hard way and with great reluctance, that mini-meanings frequently provide important cues and sources of insight. If we allow ourselves to learn from them, they can stimulate personal growth and development in meaningful ways. 

Meaning and Energy

Let me return to the notion of meaning as energy for a moment. As you know, Viktor Frankl named his unique 

approach to psychotherapy Logotherapy. And he did this for good reason. It is a humanistic form of psychotherapy that paved the way for us to know meaning as a foundation of our existence. In addition, the name Logotherapy distinguishes his school of thought in another, less obvious respect. If you haven’t recognized it already, please note the root word  logo in this name. Frankl chose to name his system of psychotherapy with direct reference to the Greek word  logos (␭␱␥␱␵) for a couple of reasons. One was the fact that the most frequent (though rough) English translation of  logos as “the meaning” 

best fi t his paradigm of therapy through meaning. 



Upon closer examination, the various translations of the word  logos, a common Greek word, reveal also that it has deep spiritual roots. In fact, the concept of  logos can be found in most of the great works describing the history of Christianity and throughout the literatures of religion and Western philosophy. One of the fi rst references to  logos as “spirit” came from the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus around 500 BC. The logos of Heraclitus has been interpreted in various ways: as “the logical,” as “meaning,” and as “reason.” To Heraclitus, the  logos was responsible for the harmonic order of the universe, a cosmic law that declared “One is All and Everything is One.” 
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The doctrine of the  logos was also the linchpin of the religious thinking by the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria, who clearly established it as belonging to the spiritual realm. Indeed, for Philo, the  logos was divine — it was the source of energy from which the human soul became manifest. Moreover, to Philo, the origins of  logos as “spirit” and 

“life energy” were clearly established and well documented in the writings of the early Greek philosophers and the theolo-

gians of his era.99



It is also no coincidence that the concept (and process) of dialogue, a core methodological component of Frankl’s Logotherapy, likewise is grounded in the  logos. The word dialogue comes from two Greek words:  dia  (␦␫␣), meaning 

“through,” and  logos, which we now know can be translated as “meaning” or “spirit.” 



The process of dialogue takes on a new and deeper meaning when it is perceived as accessing a pool of common spirit ( logos) through a genuine connection between people. This suggests more than collective thinking or simply arriving at a common understanding or shared meaning of something, although dialogue certainly is a component of such a holistic process. Authentic dialogue enables individuals to acknowledge honestly that each is part of a greater whole, that they naturally resonate with others within this whole, and that the whole is indeed greater than the sum of its various parts. 



Furthermore, the energy that accompanies true dialogue cannot easily be denied. We’ve all been in meetings with co-workers where the conversation was open and authentic, and where mutual respect — even of each other’s differences of opinion — and civility were obvious and accepted rules of The Meaning Difference
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engagement. The process seemed to unfold naturally without any coercion or management. Everyone was in the fl ow and it felt good. Then an outsider, perhaps a supervisor or someone not trusted by some or all members of the group, entered the room. What usually happened? How did it feel? I bet that you felt the energy in the room take a deep dive! And the free-fl owing communication that everyone had enjoyed shut down, while at the same time personal guards went up and the masks of inauthenticity were put back on. This kind of scenario in the workplace is not that uncommon, is it? 



A similar experience happens in our personal lives when transparency and authenticity are replaced by phoniness, secre-cy, dishonesty, or hypocrisy. Let’s face it: in real life, relationships among family members and friends do not always mirror those ideal role models seen on television, except perhaps for some of the so-called reality shows that seem to base their rat-ings on featuring dysfunction at its best! And while there is obvious truth in the saying “You can choose your friends but not your family members,” we recognize that friendships, even those that purport to be founded on openness and trust, may not always allow the energy associated with honest communication and authentic dialogue to fl ow freely either. 



Against this background, let me suggest that the more 

people are intrinsically motivated by the search for meaning (as opposed to the external infl uences of pleasure or power), and therefore are authentically committed to meaningful values and goals (the will to meaning), the more likely it will be that the intentions and process of authentic dialogue will unfold in an ideal way. By the way, this suggestion also applies to the inner dialogue we conduct with ourselves. Put Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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differently, we cannot truly know ourselves, to paraphrase the inscription at Delphi referred to in chapter 11, if we do not have an open and honest authentic dialogue within ourselves. 



By injecting the search for meaning into what we say and do, we raise the bar regarding how we relate to ourselves and others. This in turn changes the way that we look at ourselves and the world around us. We bring a new consciousness to our life and work. We bring new energy — a life energy similar to that described for the  logos — to our life experiences, including the challenges and opportunities, that helps to sustain us as we travel down life’s highway, much like the fuel put into the tanks of automobiles and other vehicles that transport us in our routine lives. 

For this reason we need to keep track of our meaning 

“fuel gauge” (see fi gure 3) to ensure that it does not fall to empty, allowing our lives to stall out, go off the road, or worse. 

As with our automobiles, we cannot run on empty. For long stretches between rest stops and for unknown or treacherous roads, it is always best to keep the tank as full as possible. 

When we begin to believe that our lives or our work have little or no meaning, we risk the danger of running on empty. 

And while we may not be able to readily explain what meaning  means for us — in our personal or our working lives — we usually know what meaninglessness feels like. We might say we are feeling apathetic, bored, cynical, disenchanted, empty, imprisoned, indifferent, jaded, stuck, unhappy, uninspired, worthless — or add your own descriptors for being in an existential void. We can feel the fuel being sucked right out of us as if someone were draining the gas tank of our car! 
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Figure 3. The Meaning Diff erence. 

I suspect that for most people, these symptoms of meaninglessness — and the existential angst that usually accompanies them — are not what they desire. Even if they haven’t attained (or ever will attain) self-actualization, as espoused by the humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow, this does not mean that their lives are devoid of meaning. Indeed, we know now that even Maslow tempered his views on human 

motivation near the end of his life. As Dr. Covey revealed in his foreword to this book, Maslow believed that his needs hierarchy theory was too needs-determined, and that self-actualization was not the highest need after all. His conclusion that self-transcendence was the human soul’s highest need refl ects more of the spirit of Viktor Frankl, rejecting a reductionist view of human nature and refl ecting the concept of the  logos introduced in this chapter. 

In the fi nal analysis, what I call The Meaning Difference®

accounts for the most signifi cant portion of the variation in how well people make a life and a living that matters to them. 

This variable, which I have tried to capture through the fuel gauge metaphor, helps to differentiate people, their lives, and Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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their livelihoods by their capability of dealing with the complexity, challenges, and changes of everyday life and work. 

Moreover, I have found through my research and practice over many years and through my personal experience that The Meaning Difference® very much infl uences and helps to explain the degree to which people of all ages and walks of life fi nd fulfi llment in their life and achieve their highest potential. Let’s now look at some areas of life and domains of work in which meaning makes a positive difference. 

Meaning at the Core

As the beginning of this chapter, I asserted that the search for meaning is a megatrend of the new millennium. Whether or not you agree with this bold declaration, one thing is becoming pretty clear: more and more people, especially in the United States and other advanced, affl uent  countries, are experiencing a shift in consciousness and asking meaning-related questions about their lives. Maybe this focus on meaning is because the world appears to be exceptionally and increasingly unstable. Perhaps it is because many people have a quality of life that is more centered on quantity than quality. Or maybe it is the product of living in a postmodern hall of mirrors in which, no matter how much we have and do to make ourselves happy and fulfi lled, we are left in an existential void with no visible means of escape. Who knows? 



This book offers an alternative path — one that doesn’t replace your current lifestyle but instead seeks to complement it. This path is focused on the search for and will to meaning. 

Imagine for a moment that you have a compass designed with the dimensions depicted in fi gure 2 in chapter 11, complete The Meaning Difference
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with directional arrows pointing to Meaning, Despair, Success, and Failure. Can you see how you might use such a compass to guide you on your life journey? Can you see how the compass might help you stay on a meaning course and not become sidetracked in your personal life or working life? 



Immediately after the fi rst edition of this book was 

released, I started to receive a fl ood of communications from readers asking a wide range of existential questions and sharing an equally wide variety of personal and work-related experiences. I was struck immediately by the number of people who were experiencing some kind of existential angst in their life or work. It assured me that my meaning message was resonating with people, often in profound life-changing and life-affi rming ways. 

Because I am also an academic by training who used 

to teach classes on applied research methods and statistical analysis, I wanted to add a little rigor to the kind of data I was receiving from people in the fi eld. So from 2005 through 2007 

I collected quantitative and qualitative information about the search for meaning in life and work on a more systematic basis. These research efforts were conducted in addition to, and as a supplement to, the mostly narrative information that came to me unsolicited by my readers, clients, and public speaking audiences. 

In the spirit of full disclosure, I must admit that these research activities were not as rigorous as I would have liked, for they did not involve any kind of randomized or purposive design (I used to teach this subject at both the under-graduate and graduate levels!). Therefore, the representative nature of my samples is suspect, and I don’t want to violate Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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standard research protocol by making any (or at least not too many) inferential leaps from these data. However, if I stick to my fi ndings and offer them as food for thought, the value of what I discovered is noteworthy, practically useful, and hence meaningful. And when I juxtapose such empirical evidence with that found in other studies, this value is measurably enhanced. 

Our fi rst effort to gather data was called the Meaning in Work and Life Survey. It was a simple survey, consisting of only seven closed-ended items followed by an open-ended comment section, conducted via e-mail. The respondents simply downloaded the survey from our Web site, responded to the items using a response key, and returned their completed questionnaire by e-mail. During the period we were accepting responses, a total of 242 self-selected individuals responded to the survey. Because the respondents, by their voluntary participation, displayed an interest in the search for meaning in life and work, it is possible that the results were skewed in a way that was more favorable to the meaning issues being addressed than might have been found in a random sample. 

Instead of going through the survey results item by item, let me share with you an overview of the key fi ndings. Overall, respondents were much more likely to view their personal life as having meaning than they did their work life. They reported most frequently that they were “excited” about their personal life, and that they contributed to the world in meaningful ways because of and through their personal life experiences rather than their work experiences. For example, one participant said, “My answers to the questions about ‘work’ 
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pertain to my gainful employment. I do feel passionate about my personal pursuits, which are really what sustain me.” Here is another, similar assessment: “While work doesn’t always turn my crank, the other parts of my life do. They are what gives it meaning more so than work.” 

In addition to being less likely to report that their work had meaning, the respondents also suggested through the survey and their comments that creating meaningful work and workplaces was the responsibility of their employer more than of themselves. One respondent observed: “I believe that the work I do is important, and I am committed to it, but I do not believe that my organization values my work, or the way in which I do it.” Another respondent shared the following perspective: “There is a need to distinguish between 

‘work’ and ‘job.’ My ‘work’ is meaningful to me and, I feel, potentially to others too, but the ‘job’ in which I currently exercise it is another matter! Insofar as my ‘job’ defi nes how other people view me, or how I view myself, it doesn’t contribute much ‘meaning’ to my life (or give me an opportunity for meaningful work).” 

These fi ndings suggest that there are plenty of opportunities to help individuals and organizations discover meaning in their work and create environments that support and sustain meaningful work. There are also opportunities to share and leverage the best practices and lessons learned that are associated with the discovery of meaning outside of work. 

Unless attention is paid to such meaning-related linkages and issues, there is a serious risk of decreased worker engagement, threatening productivity goals, improvement of performance, and innovation, key factors behind any organization’s or Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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industry’s competitive advantage in the national and global marketplace. 

Meaningful Engagement

It is important to view engagement from a meaning-centered perspective because engagement directly infl uences  both our personal lives and our working lives. Moreover, meaning has been found to drive engagement in a wide range of personal and work-related environments. In turn, the power of meaningful engagement drives and sustains satisfaction, performance, creativity, and innovation at the individual 

and collective levels.100 Across industries and sectors, there is growing interest among organizations to provide meaningful work, create meaningful workplaces, and deliver meaningful results in terms of experiences, products, and services to a broadly defi ned community of stakeholders. Finding ways to meaningfully engage employees and allied workers is a strate-gic necessity to drive business results, build customer loyalty, and make a positive difference in a world in which trust and public confi dence in corporations and governments leave much to be desired. 

It is not surprising then to learn that in 2009 my meaning-centered work drew the attention of the Gallup Organization, which for a number of years has been studying the employee engagement issue with emphasis on its relationship to productivity. Based on its research, the Gallup Organization identifi ed three types of employees:

  1. 

 Engaged employees work with passion and feel a profound connection to their company. They drive innovation 

and move the company forward. 
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  2. 

 Disengaged employees are essentially checked out. They’re sleepwalking through their work day, putting time — but not energy or passion — into their work. 

  3. 

 Actively 

 disengaged employees aren’t just unhappy at work; they’re busy acting out their unhappiness. Every day, 

these workers undermine what their engaged co-work-

ers accomplish. A 2006 Gallup survey found that of all U.S. workers aged eighteen and older, about 20.6 million — 15 percent of the total workforce — were actively disengaged! Moreover, Gallup estimated that the lower 

productivity of actively disengaged workers cost the U.S. 

economy about $328 billion. 101

Remember, these fi ndings are for 2006. Imagine what 

the situation looks like today. How many actively disengaged workers do you think are in the workforce during an economic crisis of global proportions and a time of increasing cynicism among a distrusting public? Here’s a hint: the Conference Board released study results in January 2010 revealing that job satisfaction in the United States is at its lowest level in some two decades! According to one of the study’s authors, “While one in ten Americans is now unemployed, their working compatriots of all ages and income continue to grow increasingly unhappy.” Furthermore, “the downward trend in job satisfaction could spell trouble for the overall engagement of U.S. employees and ultimately employee  productivity” (emphasis added). Another study coauthor, John Gibbons, who is program director of employee engagement research and services at the Conference Board, added the following: “Challenging and  meaningful work is vitally important Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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to  engaging American workers”102 (emphasis added). It looks 

like the writing is on the wall, and the need for meaningful engagement has never been so urgent and important. 

The issue of meaningful engagement is not simply a matter of concern for corporations and other business enterpris-es in the private sector. On the contrary, this issue reaches across all sectors and industries. Leaders in health-care organizations, for example, are increasingly interested in ways to meaningfully engage employees because both disengaged and actively disengaged workers in health-care settings have an especially negative impact on the quality and costs of service, 

two issues that are always central to health-care reform.103

In addition to health care, another massive human ser-

vice system isn’t working as well as it should and needs attention and improvement. I’m talking about education reform. 

One would think that a focus on improving the quality of education, along with an investment in educating the public about the fundamental importance of education in creating and sustaining a democratic society, would be no-brainers. 

Unfortunately, this is not yet the case. 

I’ve had the good fortune of sharing my meaning-cen-

tered message with public school systems and other educational entities and of speaking at conferences where the pursuit of excellence in education was the primary theme. In the context of this discussion about engagement, let me share an example. Not long ago, I was the convocation keynote speaker and conducted in-service training for teachers and administrators representing an independent school district in Texas. The topic was Meaningful Improvement: Engaging Minds, Achieving Results. In other words, to be effective and The Meaning Difference
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sustainable, education reform needs to be both meaningful and engaging. And once again, the power of full engagement in all of life’s pursuits stems from the search for meaning. This basic tenet applies to everyone involved in the educational process — students, parents, teachers, administrators, and the community. In other words, no  person can be left behind if we expect to see meaningful improvement in our broadly defi ned education system become a reality. 

Coping Skills

Life in the twenty-fi rst century is much more complex than I visualized when I was growing up. By the time we reached that magical year 2000, I imagined that we would all live in a utopian, futuristic world much like that of  The Jetsons, the popular animated television show of the 1960s. (By the way, a live-action adaptation of Hanna-Barbera’s show is currently in preproduction, set for release in 2012 by Warner Brothers!) So the future is here, and what I had imagined as a child did not come to pass. And yes, we live in uncertain, volatile, fragile, and undoubtedly stressful times. However, why do some people seem more capable of coping with stress and life challenges — even crises outside their control — than others? 

Moreover, why do some people choose to see the glass of life as half empty while others see it as half full? One person even told me that his glass was not only half empty but it was also leaking! 

As I write this, the economy of the United States, along with that of many other countries around the world, is in crisis. Crises, especially those that are beyond our control, not only test our will and coping skills but also provide us with Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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an opportunity to do some soul-searching to refl ect seriously on the meaning of our lives, including our work lives. That is, if we fi nd and take the time to do so. By investing time in self-examination and self-discovery, we often can fi nd a silver lining in the crisis we face. For example, let’s consider the economic crisis. 

According to the  Parade magazine Crisis Impact Poll conducted in July 2009, “creating a meaningful life” became important to 68 percent of respondents. This did not mean that the other 32 percent were not interested in creating a meaningful life; rather, over two-thirds of the respondents were now conscious of the need to make creating a meaningful life a priority. In addition, 83 percent of respondents reported that they were reconsidering what they actually need in life. These fi ndings were described as the “upside of 

coping” with the economic crisis.104 In other words, a positive consequence of the economic crisis was bringing the search for meaning into focus for many people, encouraging them to take meaningful action to cope with the crisis. 

Similarly, in an article titled “Giving Meaning to Our Troubled Times,” published in the  Greenville (SC) News, one of the newspaper’s columnists decided to apply the Ten Positive Things Exercise in this book and came up with the following list of ways we can gain from the economic crisis. We can: 1. Become more aware of needs versus wants and thus be less wasteful in our spending. 

2. Become more sensitive toward the environment, using less energy and fewer natural resources and recycling 

more. 

 The Meaning Difference

203

  3. Become more aware of the needs of those most negatively affected by current conditions: the poor, the 

undereducated, and the unemployed. 

4. Become less willing to incur new debt and discover that living within our means brings renewed peace of mind. 

5. Recall the satisfaction to be had from living more 

simply. 

6. Save more and consume less. As a result, there will be more capital available to invest in American businesses. 

7. Ultimately have a leaner, more productive corpo-

rate America which is focused on new and healthier 

demands of consumers. 

8. Become more sensitive to the human condition and to our individual dependence upon one another. And I 

believe that with a better understanding of the responsibilities of leadership, the United States will become a better example to, and partner with, the rest of the world. 

9. For a while at least, become wiser, and more aware 

of the human attraction to bubbles, the resulting 

panics, and the destructive emotions of greed and 

fear. 

10. Benefi t in countless other ways, as we Americans seem to have a resiliency for rebounding from adversity while becoming stronger, wiser, and better for it. 

The author ends the article with the following advice: “A time like this provides a valuable opportunity for a reapprais-

al of our values.”105

 Prisoners of Our Thoughts

204

Resilience

Coping skills, when viewed in their larger context, are part of our resilience, also known as positive adaptation to adversity. While everyone goes through tough times, as mentioned earlier, some people have an easier time coping, navigating them more effi ciently and effectively. The secrets of resilient people have become a hot research topic in the wake of such disasters as 9/11, the Asian tsunami, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, and the Haiti and Chile earthquakes. 

Concern about resilience among American sol-

diers — both those on active duty and those who are transitioning to civilian life — has also become a high priority. For example, in 2009 the U.S. Army established a new resilience program that includes mental fi tness training for soldiers to battle growing rates of depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This unique program is part of the army’s Comprehensive Soldier Fitness initiative, directed by Brigadier General Rhonda Cornum, PhD, MD. 

General Cornum is uniquely suited to direct this pro-

gram initiative. When she was a U.S. Army fl ight surgeon, she became one of two American servicewomen taken prisoner in the 1991 Persian Gulf War against Iraq. Her story of resilience helped convince Americans that female soldiers could serve in expanded roles in wartime. She published her memoir about the confl ict and her captivity,  She Went to War: The Rhonda Cornum Story, in 1992. Her inspirational story is much more than an account of personal courage and resilience in the face of signifi cant adversity. Cornum’s message is also one of principle-centered honor, enduring love, and deep meaning. 
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Of course soldiers have to deal with stress in every aspect of their lives. Building on research from the emerging and evolving fi eld of positive psychology, the army is looking for ways to reduce stress among soldiers and their families in order to improve its overall mission through retention, increased resilience, and enhanced soldier performance. 

The new resilience program is designed with these stra-tegic aims in mind. General Cornum, it should be noted, brings a new and somewhat controversial perspective on the post-traumatic experience, referred to as post-traumatic growth. In a recent interview, she emphasized the positive effects of combat: “Research appears to show that many people can emerge from traumatic experiences with greater confi dence, a keener sense of compassion and appreciation for life.” 106 Although what determines post-traumatic growth 

versus PTSD is still largely unknown, there are indications, in line with Frankl’s logotherapeutic stance, that the will to meaning plays a signifi cant role in how people emerge from traumatic experiences. 

Being a prisoner of war is not the only form of imprisonment that requires resilience to survive and emerge from the traumatic experience in the positive way suggested by General Cornum. Let’s consider inmates who are serving time in a state or federal penitentiary for some criminal offense. For months now, I have communicated with a number of inmates in both the United States and Europe who have shared their personal search for meaning during incarceration. 

With so much of their personal freedom taken away, 

these human beings are not only seeking redemption but also are trying to discover the deeper meaning behind their Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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predicament. With time for self-refl ection and self-discovery, each of these prisoners sought to describe for me their personal path to meaning. They wrote about their individualized approach to what is effectively a form of meaning analysis, and about their prognosis for living and working with meaning in the future — whether or not they expected to be released from prison. 

Each of these prisoners had read the fi rst edition of this book, the title of which is especially apt under such circumstances. One inmate, who is serving a life sentence, said he wants to use his experience to help others. He wrote: “For a long time, I was very bitter and angry about my situation. 

Then I read your book and really started to look at life with a different perspective. I had been misinterpreting life all along, and am now free of the prison I had created in my own mind.” Another inmate, also serving a life sentence, shared the following thoughts: “I have spent my time whilst in custody learning to improve my own life and becoming a better person. I am working hard to address the deeper meaning behind my offending and change my life, as well as gain answers to questions I need from my inner self.” 

What is common and revealing in these quotations is 

that even though both prisoners are facing a formidable challenge that no one would like to endure, both demonstrate resilience by being able and willing to explore the meaning of their lives’ moments, including those moments that may be extremely painful for them. Moreover, the inmates are demonstrating their willingness to own up to their own lives by discovering the meaning of any given moment, including those that came during their imprisonment. 
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Health and Wellness

The United States is experiencing massive job losses and the highest unemployment rate in decades. And while workers may feel fortunate — if not authentically happy — to at least be employed, there is increasing evidence that they are not feeling  healthy. 

For example, according to a report by the nonprofi t 

research organization Families and Work Institute (FWI), the percentage of workers who say that they are in excellent health dropped from 34 percent in 2002 to 28 percent in 2008. The FWI’s explanation for this drop pointed to “a change among men and higher-income employees due to the uncertainty around the economy and the greater pressure that people are feeling to manage their work and family life.” 

Moreover, one-third of workers reported at least one symptom of clinical depression, and over 40 percent said they feel stressed sometimes, often, or very often. One in fi ve  workers revealed that they often or very often have trouble falling asleep; a similar number is taking medication to lower blood pressure; and 14 percent are being treated for high cholester-ol. Research has shown that chronic stress at work can wors-en unhealthy symptoms such as these, as well as exacerbate existing medical or health-related conditions. 

This kind of unhealthy relationship between stress and work doesn’t stop at the offi ce. Indeed, the spillover effects can be toxic in one’s home and personal life. As a good work–

life balance becomes more diffi cult to achieve, some important components of a healthy lifestyle — such as adequate sleep, healthy meals, and exercise — begin to suffer. More people are unable to take charge of their health at work or Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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outside the workplace, including at home, and general health declines. 

It’s no wonder that surveys seeking to assess life balance are being conducted across the United States to identify America’s “Most Stressed Out Cities.” In the most recent national survey (2009), Chicago had the honor of being number 1, meaning that it had the least “life balance” and, by implication, all the associated health-related issues and risks. 

In other words, living and working in Chicago is a far cry from living and working on the Greek island of Ikaria, recently named by the National Geographic Society as the latest and perhaps most vital “Blue Zone,” or place where the common elements of lifestyle, diet, and outlook have led to an amazing quantity — in terms of longevity — and quality of life. 107 Named for Icarus, who in Greek mythology fell 

into the sea nearby, this tiny island in the North Aegean Sea has now gained worldwide fame as one of the few places on earth where the population regularly lives past ninety years of age. 

In fact, researchers found that Ikaria has the highest percentage of ninety-year-olds (and beyond) anywhere on the planet: one out of three people, both male and female. Also, the residents were found to have about 20 percent lower rates of cancer, 50 percent lower rates of heart disease, 11 percent lower rates of diabetes, and almost no Alzheimer’s disease or other dementia. Among the key factors behind these statistics and the unusually long life span of Ikarians are the following: physical activity (exercise) that is a natural part of everyday living and working; a nutritious diet rooted in what is commonly referred to as the Cretan or Mediterranean diet; The Meaning Difference
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an environment that is relatively free of pollutants; and a sense of community that connects people in authentic ways to each other. 

In short, the fi ndings from Ikaria clearly demonstrate that our health is directly related to our living habits. The Blue Zone researchers discovered that over the centuries, the natives of Ikaria fostered living habits that reduced stress. 

We now know through scientifi c studies that there are many links between stress and illness. Indeed, chronic stress, such as the kind people experience when facing marital, fi nancial, or work-related problems, affects a person’s ability to function and may even lower her or his immunity to disease and illness. 

The living habits of the Ikarians include a passion for enjoying life to its fullest, and a custom of following their natural biorhythms, such as taking daily naps. From a health and wellness perspective, I don’t believe that it is important to know if the Ikarians possess the secret to a longer life or even if vitality is their true aim. Who wants to live longer if you believe that your life sucks or doesn’t matter? In the wake of the current economic crisis and other stressors that plague the human condition in the contemporary era, Ikarian living habits offer people around the world — including those living in stress centers such as Chicago — practical guidance for becoming more resilient today, tomorrow, and every day of their lives, whether or not they live past ninety years of age. 

In other words, by learning how to navigate better 

through tough times and by embracing, as the Ikarians do, a lifestyle that supports health and wellness, all people can become more resilient when facing life’s challenges. Equipped Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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with the power of resilience, they not only increase the likeli-hood of mastering any crisis but also expand the opportunity for discovering the deeper meaning of life itself. This opportunity, I would argue, lies at the heart and soul of the Ikarian experience. In the fi nal analysis, age per se matters less than lifestyle; and lifestyle in such an indigenous culture suggests a path to health that is based on an authentic commitment to meaningful values and goals — the will to meaning. Moreover, this meaningful outlook on life is an example of what is being called lifestyle medicine, a meaning-focused approach that holds the promise of transforming the nation’s sick-care 

system into a true health-care system.108

Shift in Consciousness

The search for meaning is a megatrend whose time has 

come. In the world of work, meaning is slowly moving to center stage. The idea of meaning in organizations is gaining acceptance among academics and is fi nally being viewed 

as a subject for serious investigation.109 Business practices are 

also beginning to recognize and leverage the meaning message, especially with consumers, who now more than ever are shopping not only for value in the traditional sense but also for meaning in a more subjective, intuitive, and emotional way. It’s not just a question of spending constraints during an economic downturn; it’s also a question of resonating with products and services that matter to them, that touch their soul. 

I noticed an illustration of this shift in consciousness during the 2009 holiday season. Hallmark promoted its products with the slogan “Find meaning inside” and television ads The Meaning Difference

211

that featured a delivery truck prominently labeled MEANING. To me, this was a powerful display of meaningful brand-ing, especially because the company’s history and core values are consistent with the message. 

There is also evidence that a moral transformation of 

capitalism may be on the horizon in response to the changes that have been taking place in corporate America. In her book  Megatrends 2010: The Rise of Conscious Capitalism, Patricia Aburdene, one of the foremost trend trackers in the United States, identifi es what essentially is a new awareness about how we live and work in the new millennium. The 

search for meaning is evident in every chapter of Aburdene’s book. She makes a persuasive case that the future of business will rest on its ability (and willingness) to make a profi t  and a positive difference with employees, customers, and the external world. This paradigm — which I call meaningful capitalism — is long overdue. Time will tell if there is suffi cient momentum for further transformation. In the meantime, we are all responsible for keeping our eyes on the meaning fuel gauge to ensure that progress continues. 

As we have discussed, the personal landscape is also 

shifting toward more meaning-focused attitudes and behaviors. People in all stages of life are paying increasing attention to the quest for personal meaning. 110 This is an especially 

healthy development — an upside of crisis — when considered in the context of the dysfunctional symptoms, stress-related illnesses, and existential angst in the world presently. 

In summary, discovering meaning in life and work is 

both a personal and a collective responsibility. We’ve heard this message ring loud and clear numerous times throughout Prisoners of Our Thoughts
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this book. We’ve also seen how The Meaning Difference®

can play out and make a positive, signifi cant difference in our lives. For this to happen, we must make an authentic commitment not to forget the core message of  why meaning is so important,  how meaning can benefi t all aspects of our lives, and  what we must do to discover meaning.111 Stephen Covey 

said in his foreword: “To learn something but not to do is really not to learn. To know something but not to do is really not to know.” To bring meaning into our lives requires learning, knowing, and then doing. This kind of authentic, action-oriented learning and knowing cannot happen until we are no longer prisoners of our thoughts. 
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