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What people are saying about


Meaning Indicator


This timely and compelling book is a must-read for anyone seeking to leave a meaningful imprint on our world. Full of wise counsel, meaningful reflection exercises, and stories of real people, including the author, Meaning Indicator will guide your journey and inspire your heart and soul.


Lisa Lahey, EdD, Harvard Graduate School of Education, co-founder of Minds at Work, author of Immunity to Change and An Everyone Culture


We are seeing a rise in greater-good values in organizations and the emerging generation of leaders. An important read for anyone who is seeking to lead with a strong sense of purpose and meaning.


Carolyn Taylor, one of the world’s foremost experts in organizational culture and the Executive Chair of Walking the Talk, author of long-time bestseller Walking the Talk: Building a Culture Success and Accountability@Work


Michelle’s approach to finding purpose and meaning is different; it’s grounded and practical. Her coaching backstory, with its roots in the Mormon church, grabs you while her simple, straightforward writing style propels you amiably but insistently through one rewarding chapter after another. There isn’t a better or more important business read out there today.


Carlos Valdes-Dapena, formerly Director and Sr. Consultant, Change and Collaboration, Mars. Inc., and author of Lessons from Mars: How One Global Company Cracked the Code on High Performance Collaboration and Teamwork and Virtual Teams: Holding the Center When You Can’t Meet Face-to-Face


Through her expertise in transformational change and grounded in wisdom, Michelle Hollingshead establishes a practical and accessible approach to experiencing meaning and significance in life and business. Meaning Indicator illustrates how profound change is possible with a practiced path.


Shauna Shapiro, PhD, professor, clinical psychologist, and internationally recognized expert in mindfulness and ­­self-compassion, as well as author of Good Morning, I Love You; her TEDx, The Power of Mindfulness, has been viewed over three million times


Michelle Hollingshead has written a useful and practical book. Synthesizing past wisdom, writings, and theories, she introduces approachable ways to create meaning and purpose in our lives. Through sharing her personal stories, Hollingshead encourages readers to think deeply, to learn from and discover meaning from all of life’s circumstances.


Patrick Williams, EdD, MCC, former board member of the International Coach Federation (ICF), inaugural member of the ICF’s Circle of Distinction, and founding member of Harvard University’s Institute of Coaching; author of Becoming a Professional Life Coach: The Art and Science of a Whole-Person Approach


Michelle Hollingshead shines a light on the fundamental source that knocks us off center or takes us out. She communicates a timely and needed message for all humans with simple but not necessarily easy antidotes.


Fran Fisher, MCC, internationally recognized as one of the pioneers of the coaching profession, founding executive board member of the International Coach Federation, recipient of the ICF 2022 Circle of Distinction Award









[image: Image]









[image: Image]









[image: image]


First published by Changemakers Books, 2024


Changemakers Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East Street,


Alresford, Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK


office@jhpbooks.com


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.changemakers-books.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Michelle Hollingshead 2023


ISBN: 978 1 80341 513 0


978 1 80341 546 8 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023935622


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Michelle Hollingshead as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lapiz Digital Services


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.












For Addison and Jack
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Prologue


In my mid-twenties, I was unexpectedly excommunicated from the Mormon faith when I chose not to attend the Church court. Twelve men in suits waited to question me about my assumed sins, but I never showed up. Three weeks following my absence, I received a letter announcing the court’s decision to excommunicate me.


Up to that moment, my religion had taught me how to be in a relationship with myself, others, and God. And now, it was no longer mine. Even though I had been moving away from Mormonism for some time, and exploring other faiths, philosophies, and world views, I didn’t realize how much shame I would feel about this rejection. As I struggled to understand who I was, and how to create a path forward, I began a soul-searching journey.


Who would I become?


Shortly after my excommunication, my fiancé and I relocated from Las Vegas to Kentucky. With the move, I drew a clear line in my mind and decided not to look back. It was a fresh start in a new city where no one knew me as a Mormon. I consciously chose not to reveal this part of my story except with very close friends. I found it difficult to discuss my time in Spain, where I had served a mission for the Mormon Church. Instead of telling the truth, I described that time in my life under the umbrella of “humanitarian mission work” or “studying abroad.”


I decided I would try to find a way to live a meaningful and fulfilling life on my terms. I spent the next two decades seeking ways to live a spiritual existence without a formal religious community. I explored different religions and philosophies. I took up therapy, marathon running, yoga, and mindfulness. Ultimately, I hired a professional coach to support me through a major life-career transition, and it was soon after that I decided to enroll in a coach training program to earn my coaching certification. In 2009, I founded my company, Imprint, with a mission to help individuals and organizations leave a meaningful imprint on our world.


On my new career path, I listened to many successful individuals across the globe, and discovered a large portion of humanity was struggling with burnout, loneliness, and disconnect from meaning and purpose in their lives and work. It echoed some of my own struggles, as well as my husband’s, who had been dissatisfied with his job, despite being a top-level executive. I began to see that even with external accolades of success, many of us were without a sense of meaningfulness.


I began looking for ways to expand the definition of success and explored what a meaningful life could look and feel like in modern society. While reading Viktor Frankl’s work Man’s Search for Meaning (1946), I came upon the following words of wisdom, “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 does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s dedication to a cause greater than oneself.” Frankl’s words struck a deep chord in me, and moving forward I began to see that those who were most deeply satisfied with life were those individuals dedicated to something larger than their own self-interests. Those were the humans who were experiencing a deeper sense of joy, fulfillment, and ultimately success.


At the same time, I also began doing profound internal work and writing extensively about my excommunication. As I listened to stories about Mormon culture, I felt an invitation to revisit my roots and explore this part of my life I had set aside. During this personal process, I began to observe and listen to my clients with greater intention and launched a Meaning Research Project. Soon, I learned there were four main ways to define meaning—Comprehension, Purpose, Significance, and Belonging. Furthermore, I hypothesized that there were three main ways people infused their experiences with meaning and found significance, and these were through: Work, Love, and Challenge. Work primarily entailed contributing to society; Love involved caring for self, others, and our world; and Challenge (with a sub-theme of Aspiration) focused on choosing courage during difficulty.


Equipped with these three indicators, and with the support of my sister, Rachel Marston, Ph.D., at St. John’s University, I designed a process to interview individuals where I prompted them to describe three meaningful life experiences with the aim of determining which of the three ways resonated most. Which stories would people choose when asked to narrow to three? What path would bring them the most meaning? Did they gravitate toward Work, Love, or Challenge?


Next, I engaged Ph.D. Psychologist and Researcher Liz Sheehan at the University of Kentucky. Under her guidance, we coded each interview and generated a protocol to categorize each participant’s shared experience as Work, Love, Challenge (Aspiration). We used the language from the developed protocol to create the line items for a quantitative scale.


Simultaneously, we conducted a literature search and found 20 existing instruments that measured meaning in life, as well as other facets. We examined the line items and findings from this research conducted between 1964 and 2018 to understand how others assessed meaning in life. Five of these scales measured purpose in life, four measured meaning in life, three measured life attitude, and the others assessed things like the effect of mood on meaning, a person’s tendency toward boredom in life, and life satisfaction.


We launched the pilot study and gathered data to test my hypothesis and the categories. I interviewed 30 people, the recommended initial sample size for qualitative research, and invited these same people to participate in a quantitative questionnaire. The end result is this book, Meaning Indicator. Throughout it, I share parts of my personal story and the ideas that helped shape my approach to understanding my life events, choices, and how I find significance. I also share the stories told by the interviewees and have chosen to preserve the language they used to describe their culture, values, race, identity, and experiences. Only one participant requested to have their name changed. But above all, I provide a fresh way to define meaning through the four dimensions of Comprehension, Purpose, Significance, and Belonging, and a way to experience it through Challenge, Work, and Love.


It is my hope that this book finds you at the right moment. Whether you are facing a challenge much greater than you believe you can navigate or are experiencing grief, exhaustion, or simply questioning life’s purpose, I hope the Meaning Indicator reminds you to keep going and that the stories inspire your heart and soul. The experiences and practices offered within, can be utilized to both restore hope and empower. In the words of Francois Jacob, “It is hope that gives life meaning. And hope is based on the prospect of being able one day to turn the actual world into a possible one that looks better.”


—Michelle









Chapter 1


Comprehension


The meaning is in the mess.


Anne Dean Dotson


Why Meaning Matters, and Why Now?


Comprehension is how we make sense of our lives. It is the narrative we construct to understand who we are. I believe we are, currently and collectively, in a crisis for meaning. As human beings, we want to feel significant. We crave for others to accept us. Because of this, we pick up on the messages we receive about what is valued, and we tend to adapt our behavior to fit in. For the majority of us, this happens unconsciously and it shapes our identities. It usually works for a while, and then, at some point, most of us will tire of this and consider the question: Who am I? It is my belief that we can find the answer to this question, and move from crisis to significance, through telling our stories, exploring what motivates our choices and goals, and contemplating what makes life worth living.


That said, we all tell our stories differently. We create narratives around who matters and who doesn’t, and it’s no surprise that our collective identity is in upheaval right now. More people are sharing their stories, and many of these stories challenge long-held beliefs, assumptions, and biases. Psychologist Erik Erikson defines an identity crisis as a time of intensive analysis and exploration of looking at oneself.1 This is occurring on a personal level, as well as a collective level. And it feels a little messy. It may help to take a look at the human condition and a few of our paradoxes to better understand what is at play.


For starters, research on well-being has shown that human beings have experienced an overall increase in wealth and prosperity, decreased poverty, and increased longevity. Research has also shown that there is no increase in happiness, joy, or well-being beyond a certain level of material prosperity. And yet, despite this knowledge, we continue to have a significant income and wealth gap in America. Culturally, we celebrate the accumulation of more, and we call this success.


With the accessibility of technology and social media, many assume we would feel more connected. We can track our kids through their phones, we have the presence of influencers and seemingly “perfect” families, and our friends post whatever they want us to see. Yet, in the United States, we report greater hopelessness, loneliness, anxiety, depression, and suicide. Many studies cite that the mental health risks for teens and young adults have worsened since the beginning of this century.2


In addition, since the late 2000s, depression rates among children have increased. When researchers analyzed the data on suicides and attempted suicides, the same trends held. Rates of suicidal thoughts, plans, and attempts all elevated as well. While other countries have seen suicide rates fall, the US has seen rates increase more sharply.3 We clearly also feel more isolated despite being more “connected” than ever.


On top of these trends, there is a shift in the religious landscape in the United States. When asked about their religion, fewer American adults describe themselves as a part of a particular denomination, and religiously unaffiliated populations are increasing.4 As religious constructs and narratives loosen, where are people finding moral community and seeking answers to ultimate questions?


All said, we are in a unique moment in history. We are expanding the reach of our voices through social networks, and we are disrupting our current economic, political, ecological, and cultural systems. We are grappling with the spread of disinformation, conspiracy theories, and polarization. There is the ongoing public health crisis of COVID-19 and its effects. Not to mention that during societal upheaval, humanity typically moves toward a collective desire for stabilization, opening a door for autocrats to seize power and take control. We are seeing this play out. How will we choose to make sense of what is happening and who we are becoming?


With an identity crisis comes the possibility for a new path forward. Despite so many struggles, so much of humanity is mobilized in serving the well-being of others. Individuals are reminding each other to take only what they need. Healthcare workers are risking their lives to care for others. Crucial conversations are happening about sexual violence and racial justice. People are asking themselves what really matters.


Finding significance can be an antidote to crisis. It can shift our perspective, transcending “the trivial or momentary” conditions of life to considering something larger.5 Recent research has found a strong connection between mattering and deciding whether life is meaningful or not. Whether we view life in a spiritual sense (i.e., by being God’s creation) or secular sense (i.e., by mattering to others or future generations), it impacts overall meaningfulness.6 Experiencing life as meaningful has been linked to benefits such as healthier eating, more physical activity, higher life satisfaction, and lower depression.7
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