
The Surprising New Science 
of Suffering: 
What is Suffering? How Can We Turn it 
into Flourishing?
DR. PAUL T.  P.  WONG, PH.D.,  C.PSYCH

PRESENTED VIRTUALLY AT THE HUMAN FLOURISHING PROGRAM, 

HARVARD UNIVERSITY

OCTOBER 11, 2021



Overview
• Introduction – Why do I study suffering? 

1. What is suffering? A taxonomy of suffering 

2. Why is suffering the foundation for 
flourishing?

3. How do we turn suffering into flourishing? 



Suffering is a fact 
of life: how we 
respond to it can 
make us bitter or 
better.



My view of 
suffering was 
shaped by my 
culture and life 
experience.



What I’ve learnt 
about suffering
• Suffering is not something undesirable to 

be avoided or tolerated.

• Suffering is not only an inescapable part of 
life, but also essential for flourishing.

• In fact, it is not possible for anyone to 
flourish without learning to embrace 
suffering.

• My animal research shows that some 
suffering is better than no suffering. 

• My aging research shows that prior 
experience of overcoming contributes to 
successful aging .



All I want is to be 
happy.

All I want is to marry 
someone who will 
make me happy.

Why am I so 
miserable? 



• Without faith, hope, and love, 
we would be like fish without 
water.

• People do not realize that 
lacking any of the above 
connections is a source of 
suffering.



Most people do not 
realize that denying or 
avoiding suffering is a 
major source of 
suffering.







Trying to satisfy these 
carnal desires brings 
us misery.

Some of the richest 
people are most 
miserable.

The legend of Faust.



Existential suffering is 
not something we can 
avoid or work around 
because it is within us.

That is why flourishing 
requires inner 
transformation.



We need a mega 
shift in mindset, 
from the self to 
others, in order to 
understand the 
value of suffering.



Suffering is essential 
for flourishing

• Diagnostic value

• Curative value

• Redemptive value

• Transformative 
value



How to turn 
suffering into 
flourishing



Suffering is the foundation 
for flourishing

• We need the dark night in 
order to see the shining stars.

• Sadness is necessary for 
happiness.

• All the good things in life are 
on the other side of suffering.



We need to sink 
our roots into 
suffering in order 
to grow & flourish



A prototype of 
voluntary 
suffering and 
flourishing.



The principle of 
polarity 
• PP1.0: We need to focus on 

flourishing and treat suffering 
as secondary.

• PP2.0: Flourishing and 
suffering are two sides of the 
same coin.



This comparison  
illustrates the 
need for suffering 
to fully 
implement 
PERMA.



Flourishing 
depends on the 
optimal balance 
between Yin and 
Yang.



A new paradigm 
for flourishing 
through 
suffering.



A simple 
practice of 
living with 
suffering.



The search for 
meaning is at the 
heart of transforming 
suffering into 
flourishing.



The third major 
type of happiness 
is based on 
Wu Wei and 
acceptance.



The three major 
types of happiness. 
Chaironic happiness 
is most resistant to 
disruptions and 
tragedies. 



A healthy 
balance between 
suffering and 
happiness will 
help us avoid 
toxic positivity.



When we arm our 
mind to embrace 
suffering and 
meaning, we will 
have a resilient 
mindset. 



This figure 
illustrates the 
essential role of 
suffering in 
flourishing.



I need your support for this new institute dedicated to the new science of 
suffering and flourishing: https://www.meaning.ca/positive-psychology/rifs/

https://www.meaning.ca/positive-psychology/rifs/

