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Michael F. Steger, a leading researcher on the subject of meaning 
in life, writes: “Meaning in life is the extent to which people 
comprehend, make sense of, or see signifi cance in their lives, 
accompanied by the degree to which they perceive themselves 
to have a purpose, mission, or overarching aim in life.”

There’s something special about taking pictures versus writing. 
Sometimes writing is hard. It’s hard to put into words what is in 
your heart. Your mind tries to fi gure it out and put words together 
that capture it. In a picture, though, it’s all there, in one fell swoop. 
A picture captures the whole. Plus, taking pictures gives you space 
and time to refl ect. Instead of fi guring it out in one sitting, you just 
look and contemplate the world around you during the week, asking 
yourself what captures meaning for you. 

What Makes Us Happy(er)?
Lesson 3: Happiness as Meaning

 Wherever you are right now, look around. As your eyes take in your sur-
roundings, fi nd something that has meaning for you, or is related to some-
thing that’s meaningful to you. 

For example, maybe you’re sitting in a coffee shop, and nice music is playing. That’s meaningful to you 
because you play the guitar and appreciate music. Maybe you’re sitting at home and you see a picture 
of your daughter, and of course that’s meaningful. Even in the dentist’s offi ce, looking out the window 
and seeing a big tree can remind you of stability and rootedness in life. 

Make note of something meaningful now. 

MEANING

Here’s what to do.
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Step Take Pictures

For the next five to 10 days, take one picture a day of something that’s meaningful to you. 
It could be a picture of a car because that represents freedom; your computer because 
you use it to write creatively; your spouse, dog, or loved one because you value the 
relationship; or the flowering bush outside because you value nature. You could also 
take pictures of abstract or symbolic things, if that suits you better. There are no 
conditions on the pictures, other than linking to meaning for you. 

Step Note the meaning 

After you’ve taken your pictures, write about each one in the frames 
below, describing why it was meaningful to you. It’s okay to write 
just a sentence or two, or put it into bullet points. Just make the 
connection between the image and the meaning explicit.

Pictures that have 

meaning for me ...

1

2
Beach Shoes

This picture 
represents freedom, 
fun, and connection 
to sand and sea. Example
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Step Prioritize

Finally, order each photo and description by 
importance. This gives you a fuller picture of 
meaning in your life. 

As you consider this exercise, and review what you took pictures and wrote about, what does this tell 
you? Does it change what you’re aware of in the day? Does it call for any action?
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