The international Forum for Logotherapy, 1997, 20, 85-94.

MEANING-CENTERED COUNSELING: A COGNITIVE-
BEHAVIORAL APPROACH TO LOGOTHERAPY

Paul T. P. Wong, Ph.D.

(ABSTRACT) This paper is the first of a series of papers that extend Dr.
Frankl’s pioneer work of bridging between existential traditions and
cognitive-behavioral psychology. Meaning-Centered Counseling may be
regarded as neo-logotherapy, because it translates and extends the
basic tenets of classic logotherapy into cognitive behavioral processes.
Such an effort is intended to facilitate and broaden scientific research
on the role of personal meaning as well as the efficacy of logotherapy.

The days for schools of
psychotherapy seem to be over,
because an increasing number of
therapists are adopting an eclectic
and integrative approach. However, a
case can be made that specific
schools of psychotherapy are going to
stay, because they provide a unique
set of conceptual and therapeutic
toois from which an eclectic therapist
can draw. Knowing how to employ a
variety of intervention skills does not
necessarily make one a competent
therapist. Effective counseling
depends on case conceptualization
and a treatment plan, both of which need to be informed by some
theory of psychotherapy. The longevity of each theory depends on its
ability to incorporate creative ideas and recent research findings to meet
new challenges facing therapists and counsellors.

Meaning-Centered Counseling evolves from existential therapy to the
extent that it addresses universal existential concerns, such as
meaninglessness, death anxiety, etc. However, Meaning-Centered
Counseling may be more accurately regarded as neo-logotherapy,
because it embraces the basic tenets of classical logotherapy and
adopts a mare cognitive-behavioral approach.
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Although Viktor Frankl has been recognized by some as a forerunner
of cognitive-behavioral therapy,“*® he has not been given due credit for
being the first person to bridge the gap between existential
psychotherapy and cognitive-behavioral theories. Given my background
in cognitive-behavioral psychology,®'? it is natural for me to extend the
pioneer efforts of Frankl in this direction.

One of the common criticisms of existential psychotherapy is that
it is too vague and philosophical and that it is based on insight rather
than scientific research. To overcome these deficiencies, Meaning-
Centered Counseling attempts to translate phiiosophical propositions of
existential psychotherapy into cognitive-behavioral principles, so that
empirical research can be conducted to test the model.

Definition of Meaning
What do we mean by meaning? We need a comprehensive
operational definition in order to facilitate research and communication.
i have conducted a series of studies on people’s implicit theories of
meaning of life.'® This research program identifies three defining
components: cognitive, motivational, and affective, as depicted below.

Cognitive
(beliefs, schemas, making sense)

Emotional Motivational
(feeling good, (goal striving, purpose,
feeling alive) incentive value)

Figure 1. Defining Components of Meaning
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The cognitive component is comprised of beliefs, schemas, and
expectations; it includes all the cognitive processes that help people
make sense of the world. It enables people to predict and explain events
and personal experiences and give them a sense of coherence. It also
facilitates the choice of a particular life goal. If | believe that my destiny
is to be a musician, then | will be willing to endure suffering and poverty
to be what | am meant to be; life would be meaningless and unfulfilling
if | were to choose a different path. | believe, therefore | exist. | hope,
therefore | strive. | expect, therefore | act in certain ways. In sum, | am
what | think. This cognitive component evolves out of past life
experiences and cultural imperatives, and it forms the foundation of
meaning structures.

The motivational component primarily consists of goal setting and
goal striving behaviors. Motivation manifests itself in choice,
persistence, and other goal-related behaviors, but stems from cognition.
Our core values determine our priorities and purpose in life. We tend to
invest time and energy in projects to which we attach value and
significance. Values are deeper than attitudes; they reflect our
fundamental beliefs, world-views, and cognitive schemas. Therefore, our
goal setting and goal striving are dictated to a large extent by what we
think. Meaning is actualized from both the attainment of goals and the
pursuit of goals that are consistent with our beliefs and value systems.
If cognition is the cornerstone of personality development; then
motivation is the engine and the fuel that moves us forward toward our
destiny.

The affective state of feeling fulfilled or feeling good about one’s life
comes from two sources--beliefs in the significance of life and the actual
pursuit of a worthy goal. It is an inevitable outcome of synchronization
between positive thinking and purposeful living. For example, if a person
believes that his calling is to serve God, and he dedicates his life to the
Christian ministry, then feelings of fulfillment should stem from pursuing
his vocation. Emotion serves as a barometer of the degree of
meaningfulness.

How do we know whether we are living a meaningful life? According
to the present analysis, all three components must be present--having
a set of positive beliefs about one’s life, pursuing what one really wants
in life. and feeling good about the way life is unfolding.

in terms of structural components, personal meaning may be defined
as an individually constructed and culturally based cognitive system,
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which influences the pursuit of activities and life goals. Positive beliefs
and purposeful living inevitably endows life with a sense of significance
and fulfillment.

Meaning systems are highly idiosyncratic, because they are largely
the product of unique personal histories and mental makeup. What is
meaningful to one person may be trivial to others. For example, those
who have lost loved ones during the war may value a faded family
photo more than any other possession.

Yet, one of the propositions of Meaning-Centered Counseling is that
it is not possible to understand personal meanings apart from culture.
Through the process of socialization, values and beliefs are transmitted
to individuals. One’s perceptions, cognitions, and behaviors are
necessarily colored and shaped by the cultural context in which one
grows up. lvey, et al. maintain: "Almost all clients of any cultural
background will bring problems related to meaning. Since the definition
of meaning sometimes depends on the religious, ethnic, and cultural
background of your client, you need to be prepared to deal with a
variety of meaning and belief systems ranging from Christian and
Jewish to Mormon to Islamic.”® **'* Therefore, cross-cultural
understanding is of vital importance in Meaning-Centered Counseling.

The Basic Postulates of Logotherapy

The fundamental assumptions of logotherapy are presented in Figure
2. This second meaning triangle explains why logotherapy is "therapy
through meaning.” The Freedom of Will proposition states that
individuals aiways have the freedom to choose a positive attitude, even
in the most appalling conditions. This assumption affirms the existence
of a healthy inner core and the operation of an indomitable human spirit.

Freedom of choice is one of the basic propositions of
existential/humanistic tradition, but it is logotherapy which emphasizes
the therapeutic imperative of recognizing one’s capacity to choose. Even
in extreme situations, there are a minimum of two options: to give up
or to fight. However, in most situations, there are several alternate
courses of action. Meaning-Centered Counseling almost always asks
clients about the cognitive and behavioral options available. Once clients
are made aware of these alternatives, they are then guided through an
exercise to choose the most responsible and meaningful option. This
exercise includes thinking through the consequences of each decision
and helps the clients make the most meaningful decision.

88



Freedom of Will

(free to choose an attitude towards conditions of life)

The Meaning of Life The Will to Meaning

(can be found in any situation) (motivated to find mcaning)
Figure 2. Fundamental Assumptions of Logotherapy

The Will to Meaning proposition assumes that there is a universal,
primary motivation to find meaning. But, if the quest for meaning is
universal, why is it that so many people seem to be so busy with the
business of daily living without ever expressing a yearning for meaning?
Why do so many people simply enjoy the pleasure of the moment
without showing the slightest interest in the weighty questions about
life’s meaning?

The answer is that the Will to Meaning is a latent motivation, which
is often suppressed by survival instinct, the pleasure principle, and the
will to power. But when all the things and people that sustain us are
taken away, the Will to Meaning often comes to the fore; because
without meaning, life would be too painful to endure. The quest for
meaning may also be aroused by a spiritual awakening, or a turning
point in life, when we realize that we can no longer continue living in
the same direction. The need for meaning may be unconscious, or
latent, but it is always there. The purpose of logotherapy is to facilitate
clients’ quests for meaning.
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According to Meaning-Centered Counseling, the Will to Meaning
entails more than the need to discover meaning--it also includes the
motivation to construe and create meanings. in short, the Will to
Meaning consists of three primary needs for meaning, which can be met
by different cognitive and behavioral processes:

® The need to make sense of human existence--"What is the
meaning of human existence?” This is the need to discover
ultimate meanings of life through higher cognitive processes,
such as reflection, introspection, meditation, and spiritual
beliefs. This motivation renders the incomprehensible mysteries
of life more coherent and comprehensible.

® The need to make sense of events--"What is the meaning of my
experiences? Why do bad things happen to me? Why me? Why
now?"” The need to construe specific meanings can be met
through perceptual and cognitive processes, such as causai
attributions and cognitive schemas. This motivation reflects the
need to reduce a complex and sometimes disturbing array of
events into more predictable and controllable patterns.

® The need to create meanings--"What is the meaning of my daily
life? How can | live a meaningful and fulfilling life? Since life is
so short, how should i live?" The need to create personal
meanings, not arbitrarily, but based on a person’s past and
hopes for the future, can be met through commitment, activities,
and validation. Validation means affirmation or reinforcement of
one’s pursuit as being worthwhile and significant. This
motivation enables one to experience daily living as being
meaningful.
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Meaning-Centered Counseling attempts to address these three
primary needs for meaning, as illustrated in Figure 3. These needs are
universal because they are rooted in human nature. Human beings are
the only meaning-seeking, meaning-making creatures. Meanings are, in
many ways, more real and intimate to us than objective reality. What
affects us most is not actual events, but our interpretation of these
events. We live and operate in two worlds--the world out there, and the
world within: it is the inner reality that matters most. The primary focus
of Meaning-Centered Counseling is in the realm of meanings. Whatever
changes clients want to make in their lives have to begin with changes
in attitudes and meanings. This is followed by appropriate behavioral
changes, which may or may not involve environmental changes, such
as job change or relocation.

Construe Meaning
(through cognitive processes)

s

Discover Meaning Create Meaning
(through reflections) (through activities)

Figure 3. Primary Needs of Meaning

The Meaning of Life proposition assumes that meaning can be found
even in the harshest life situation. Frankl proposed three basic avenues
to find meaning, as illustrated in Figure 4."° This figure is adapted from
Wilson’ and is self-explanatory.
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Attitudinal

(how I view life—accepting what cannot be changed,
being positive about what can be changed)

Experiential Creative

(what I take from life— (what I give to life—
experiencing the joy making a difference
of living) in the world)

Figure 4. Frankl’s Ways to Find Meaning

My own research on implicit theories has identified seven major
sources of personal meaning: achievement, relationships, intimacy, self-
transcendence, self-acceptance, fair treatment, and religion.’® | have
demonstrated that Frankl’s three avenues can be applied to each of the
seven sources, resulting in 21 ways of finding meaning.® | will report
more details in the second paper in this series.

In the present paper, | have shown that the basic tenets of
logotherapy can be translated into cognitive-behavioral processes. The
basic principles of Meaning-Centered Counseling can be represented by
a set of four overlaying meaning triangles as shown in Figure 5.

These triangles suggest that meaning-oriented therapy needs to be
grounded in a proper understanding of the components of personal
meaning and the basic postulates of human nature. It also needs to be
built upon the knowledge of the cognitive-behavioral processes involved
in meeting primary motivational needs for meaning. The application of
specific interventions can benefit enormously from such basic
understanding and knowledge.
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Attitudinal

Construe
-~ Meaning".

Freedom
< of Will™

" Meaning “Will to .
of Life ASSUMPTIONS Meaning .

Dié’éover ' Crea‘tA'e-,‘
_~Meaning PRIMARY NEEDS Meaning:.,

eriential APPLICATIONS Creative

Figure 5. Basic Principles of Meaning-Centered Counseling

Conclusion

Meaning-Centered Counseling is a hybrid of existential-humanistic
transitions and cognitive-behavioral developments. It is a natural
extension of logotherapy. By translating the basic tenets of logotherapy
into cognitive-behavioral processes, Meaning-Centered Counseling
hopes to promote systematic scientific research on the role of personal
meaning as well as the efficacy of logotherapy.

Meaning-Centered Counseling empowers clients to find positive
meanings and act on them. The main objective of Meaning-Centered
Counseling is not so much problem-solving as fulfilling the basic need
for meaning. The therapeutic goals of Meaning-Centered Counseling are:
a deeper understanding of the problem, a higher level of self-knowledge,
a clearer sense of life goals, and a workable plan for desirable changes.
These goals are accomplished by applying a variety of cognitive-
behavioral interventions.'’

Fabry has raised a poignant question: "As our century ends; the
world is in chaos. Religious conflicts, national struggles, trade wars,
cutthroat competition, ecological disasters, crime waves, family
breakups--what can put sapiens back into homo?"* *’ The study of
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personal meanings may be an important first step towards finding the
right answers.

PAUL T. P. WONG [Trinity Western University, 7600 Glover Road,
Langley, British Columbia V2Y 1Y1, Canadal is Director of the Graduate
Program in Counselling Psychology at Trinity Western University.
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