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Abstract
Viktor Frankl is already universally recognized as a towering figure in meaning-oriented 

therapy (logotherapy), but his contribution to wellbeing and flourishing is still not widely 

known. In this keynote, I first discuss Frankl’s Positive Psychology of height, depth, and 

breadth. Next I explain why he appeals to people from different cultures and different 

disciplines. Here, I show that Frankl’s meaning seeking model is based on his deep 

understanding of human nature, both at its best and at its worth. I then explore Frankl's 

revolutionary concept of self-transcendence as the foundation for healing and flourishing. 

Finally, as one recent development of Frankl’s Logotherapy, I introduce my existential 

positive psychology and general theory of sustainable global wellbeing.



One: Introduction
• I am most grateful to God for 

sparing my life after my trip-
and-fall accident a few days 
ago. 

• I could have ended up in the 
hospital or dead.

• There is so much wisdom 
one can learn from Frankl 
after a momentary mis-step.



• I am also grateful to Dr. Cynthia 
Wimberly and her team for inviting me.

• This invitation is of historical 
significance, a symbol of the new 
Logotherapy spirit of healing and 
bridging what divides us.

• Personally, it renews my hope that love 
and faith can prevail over 
misunderstandings, human weaknesses, 
and cultural differences.



Two: Discover the real 
Frankl you never knew

What are his two most important discoveries 
that can transform your life?

1. All our suffering and pain originate from 
our intellect and desire to be like God 
(Frankl 1971). 

2. The only force or power capable of 
reducing our suffering and enhancing our 
happiness is the spiritual power of self-
transcendence (Frankl 1966/1988). 



Support for Frankl’s suffering hypothesis
• This view is supported by Soper's 

evolution pain-brain theory of 
suffering and suicide (Wong, 
2022).

• The connection between 
dangerous intelligence and 
psychopaths (Silverio et al., 2023).

• This view is supported by 
Buddhism and Biblical Christianity.



Support for Frank’s self-
transcendence hypothesis
• This view is based on the spiritual 

(Noetic) foundation of personhood.

• This view is supported by research 
(see Wong, Arslan et al., 2021).

• It represents a paradigm shift from 
self-actualization to self-
transcendence (see Wong, Mayer et 
al. 2021).



Frankl was a man of great curiosity in 
everything

This trait of curiosity could account for his many 
exploits and adventures, including:

• Physical adventures of rock-climbing and flying an 
airplane.

• Psychological adventures in different disciplines 
and the new frontiers of the human mind.

• The intellectual courage of starting the 3rd 
Viennese School of Psychotherapy.

• The spiritual courage of exploring the 
transcendental reality and restoring human 
dignity and spiritual potentials in a secular world.

• The moral courage to save lives and doing what is 
right even when it means going through hell or 
facing criticism. 



What kind of primary 
motivation is the human 
search for meaning?

• Frankl advocates the search for 
meaning as a primary force in 
its own rights 

• Search for meaning is multi-
dimensional, but it mainly 
comes from the Noetic of 
Spiritual dimension of 
personhood.



• Most logotherapists believe that meaning seeking can 
only be pulled by future goals or life purpose, but not 
pushed by drives.

• But Frankl is much broader and smarter as seen in the 
following quote.

• Meaning seeking can be understood as an intellectual 
curiosity for knowledge, and understanding the world 
we live, an innate need for arousal/tension, the moral 
demand from our conscience, or our spiritual yearning 
(Frankl, 1988; Wong, 1979; Wong & Laird, in press).

• Thus, the search for meaning and purpose is both a 
“push” and a “pull,” which doubles the strength of the 
meaning search.



The overarching framework 
for Frankl’s meaning-seeking 
model: Suffering

• To Frankl, the world was in a terrible mess, life was full 
of evil and suffering. 

• Therefore, to reduce human suffering is both a moral 
responsibility and a humanitarian calling.

• According to Frankl, it is not possible to find meaning 
and purpose of life without first finding the meaning of 
suffering.

• The search for the meaning of suffering increases the 
likelihood of both survival and flourishing.

• The search for meaning is in and by itself is a major 
source of meaning as all three levels of meaning search 
(each situation, life as a whole, and the ultimate 
meaning)



Varieties of suffering
• This is my initial 

taxonomy of the 
different kind of 
suffering based on 
Frankl’s life and my own 
life experience (Wong & 
Laird, in press).



• Frankl realized that the invisible wounds to one’s 
mind, heart, and soul are more difficult to heal 
than physical pain.

• Relational suffering of loneliness, rejection, 
grieving, or separation from loved ones.

• Psychological suffering of discrimination and 
betrayal.

• Existential suffering of uncertainty, aging, 
unfinished life tasks, and the ultimate concerns.

• Momentary misjudgment or careless slip-and-
fall.



• All suffering can be grouped into four 
major sources. 

• Frankl was primarily struggling with 
spiritual-existential suffering since 
childhood (Krasovska & Mayer, 2021).

• Logotherapy and existential analysis 
are primarily concerned with spiritual-
existential suffering in daily life and 
medical settings.



The power of meaning in 
transforming suffering

Here are some the mechanisms for the transformative 
power of meaning:

• Suffering awakens us from our meaningless existence 
and triggers our search for meaning and purpose.

• Meaningful suffering fortifies our minds to embrace 
and endure adversity.

• Meaning-focused coping broadens and deepens our 
capacity to cope with suffering.

• Sacrificial love for others is the essence of true love 
(Wong & Mayer, 2023).

• Suffering for others comes from a compassionate 
heart.



What are the two main kinds of meaning 
search?

Most people do not realize that Frankl wrestled with 
two kind of meaning search triggered by different life 
situations:

1. Negatively oriented search for meaning –
triggered mainly by noxious conditions. In the 
grips of pain, people naturally cry out and ask: 
“Why me?” “Why is life so unfair?” (Wong 1991; 
Wong & Weiner, 1981).

2. Positively oriented search for meaning –
triggered mainly by boredom, disillusion, and 
satiation with good things. People with 
everything usually seek distractions and 
addictions until they could no tolerate a deep felt 
sense of boredom and inner emptiness. 



The spiritual preconditions for successful 
meaning search
• Most positive psychologists 

conceptualize meaning-
seeking/making in cognitive-
behaviour terms

• However, a complete account 
of successful meaning search 
needs to be based on spiritual 
preconditions, because of 
human evil and limitations.

• Here is the spiritual triad 
needed to overcome both 
human tragedies and the 
mental health crisis. 



•Freedom of will is the basic human 
capacity to make good choices.

•Human freedom is not the freedom 
from conditions, but the freedom to 
take a stand and choose one’s own 
path, regardless of internal and external 
limitations. 

•Such freedom can be considered as 
spiritual freedom, because it originates 
from the “noetic” or spiritual 
dimension. 

•It is within this spiritual realm that one 
has the resolve and courage to choose a 
meaningfully life in spite of 
circumstances.



Responsibility and responsibleness
• Frankl differentiated between 

responsibility and responsibleness. 

• Responsibility comes from the 
freedom of will to choose whatever 
we want within the limits of reality 

• Responsibleness comes from our 
freedom to choose the right answer 
to the unique demand from life for 
each person: What is the right thing 
to do.



•Responsibility plays a key rote in 
Frankl’s major life decisions

•A sense of responsibility got his 
through several crises when “his soul 
collapsed” under the burden of being

•Responsibility is key to resilience, 
positive mental health, and 
flourishing (Wong, 2019). 

•Unfortunately, positive psychologists 
do not consider responsibility as  
essential for meaning, character 
development, or human flourishing. 



The Will to Meaning
• The will to meaning is a deep-seated spiritual 

yearning for self-transcendence, which is a 
spiritual orientation of meaning in life and 
ultimate meaning.

• There is also a cognitive component to the 
will to meaning; it functions as a meaning 
mindset (Wong, 2011).

• Research suggests that the will to meaning is 
the most promising way to live one’s life; it is 
more adaptive that the will to pleasure 
(Freud) or will to power (Adler).



Meaning of Life
• Frankl believed in the intrinsic and ultimate 

meaning of life. 

• Research suggests that such a worldview may be 
more functional than alternative global beliefs. 

• He also affirmed that meaning can be found in 
every situation, no matter how terrible, up until 
one’s last breath. 

• Meaning can be experienced at three levels: 
Situational, life as a whole, and the Ultimate 
Meaning, which cannot be fully grasped.

• Meaning is more likely to be experienced through 
creative, experiential, and attitudinal values, 
which are motivated by self-transcendence rather 
than by self-interest.



There are no losers from a meaning 
perspective



A holistic view of 
meaning in life



An overview of Frankl’s meaning-seeking 
model 



•Self-transcendence represents a 
paradigm shift from self to others, 
from materialism to spiritual values.

•Self transcendence is capable of 
healing the broken hearted, the 
wounded ego, and empowering 
human beings to flourish in the face 
of suffering and death.

•It integrates the best wisdom from 
the East and the West, and existential 
psychology with positive psychology. 



The amazing power of Self-Transcendence 
• Self-transcendence can transform the worse 

and bring out the best in us. 

• It has the power of empowering people to 
transcend their egotistic concerns and serve 
something greater than themselves. 

• The mega shift from self-interest to caring for 
others and honoring God is important for 
psychology and society because it is a 
promising way to balance self-interest with 
social interest. 

• Paradoxically, the power of self-transcendence 
in contributing to wellbeing comes from 
embracing suffering and losing ourselves in 
serving the common good and a higher 
purpose. 





Based on Frankl’s logotherapy and my 
own research (Wong, 2021), self-
transcendence can only be 
experienced through satisfying the 
deepest yearning of the soul for 
connections with our own selves, with 
others, and with God, as shown in this 
graph.



Frankl’s psychology of depths, heights, 
and breadths provide the foundation 
of existential positive psychology 
which is capable of bridging all divides 
and integrating all cultures. 

EPP represents the future of the 
positive psychology of global 
wellbeing.



Thank you for attending my presentation

• If you have any questions, 
please contact me through 
drpaulwong@gmail.com

• I also invite you to take my 
Certificate Course on Applied 
Existential Positive Psychology.

https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/applied-existential-pospsy-meaning-therapy-certificate-program-2023-tickets-726280523597?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/applied-existential-pospsy-meaning-therapy-certificate-program-2023-tickets-726280523597?aff=oddtdtcreator
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