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Abstract

The practice omemento modactingontheL at i n phrase that transl ate
die,” has the profound potential teake us up and breatheore ife into our livesWhile

focusing orthe endof our daysmay soundnore morbid tha meaningful the contemplation of
deathallowsustoapmci at e the scarcity of the vdry ti me
a world consumed with expanding tleagthof our lives, cultivating a more intimate familiarity

with death can help us expand the metaphweidth anddepthof our lives as well. W makeour

liveswider when wdill them with vitality and guste expanding the breadth of the pleasurable
experiences that life has to off@hile blastng usout of our autopilottendenciesWe makeour

lives deeper when we infugeemwith meaning andyrpose- elevating ourselves out of empty

or mundane existences into lives that feel like they mattes capstone explores hohetfield

of positive psychology, with its dialectical appreciation of the poséhenegative phenomen

in life, is uniquely poised to explore the traditionally taboo topic oftd&#ith the heft of all its

theory, research, and practiegjstentialpositive psycholog encourages us to courageously

confront death to live with more meaning and vialito pursue lives truly worth living

Keywords:existential positive psychologyitality, meaningpositive deathgeath
awarenesgnortality saliencetenporal scarcityterror managemenieory
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The Preamble

| keep a tarnished coin close by with the
be dead soon. | say those exact words, too, e
my top left desk drawer, in the little pocket of my purse wherep keglipstick, or on the front
table where we keepthe keyisl 6 m goi ng todbsolemnly Wwhispedwhite tooching
the coin. It's a tad dramatic. To further al a
ominouslooking skeleton engrade b e s i d e t memertoaroyi @which tenslatesto
the most profoundly motivating words that have blown the doors of my life wide open:
remember you must die.

Lest you worry about my health, rest assured that | am perfectly heatibygh) Lest
you worry about my psychological health, what with this seemingly morbid fascination with
death, please rest equally assured that | hav

hell-bent on helping people live lives, as Mark Twain eloquently saigibthan | ever could,



MEMENTO MORI 6

A...so that when we come t o.Rdmindingenyseliofntyhe wunde
inevitable, neway-out-alive, possibly imminent (but hopefully natgath- well, that snaps me to
attention. That puts a spotlightontie® | " m | i vi ng and makes me queé
for. Death motivates me to |ive, but not out
intense desire to do this life justice and get to the end of my days without a farkifret.(I
have 1966Fr i day nights Il eft, 1f | | ead an average
How can | make the most of them, and not feel hungover 66 Sc@urday mornings?).

Should we talk a little more about regrets, those pesky things? Should we talk about the
fear | believe we all share, that we just might get to the end of our days with an unrelenting
suspicion ofwhat could have beénTrhat we might not live up to what wleeply and sometimes
secretly see as our Poten{igbs, with a capital P) That we might regret letting precious but
di fficult relationships | anguish? That we wor
Swiss Alps, didn’t doggd tf csrayt Hahd pbssiblyevewmoee"o py , d
heartwrenchingly—t hat we didn’t say “I’'m sorry”?

So with a kind of cheeky defiance, | dare us to take the bold steps of looking death in the
eye(or maybe just its distant shadewffom the safety and comfoof a workshop/ retreat/
keynote/ experience that | feel called to facilitate as a way to follow through on what is best
described as my mission in life. Helping people enjoy their lives while they are above-ground
by creatively playing with the harshrdaly t hat i t’'s just a matter of
ground—connects me to a cause so deep that | <can’
prodding at the absurdity of it all, the mystery of this shared human experience of racing towards
the inevitable fish that we to@ften avoid talking about, and getting us to maybe make even

one small change in how we’'re doing this thin
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regret-that gives me a sense of meaning that just might ignite meaning for othegdfa way.
| want us to pay fierce attention to our dreams and kdpesare for them, nurture them, honor
them.l want to help us live with maximal aliveness in stark juxtaposition to the finality of death.
| want us to embrace this poignant line bynter Thompsof whi ¢ h | 6 dsontewheret at t o c
on myself i f: it wasndét so | ong)
Life should not be a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in a pretty
and well preserved body, but rather to skid in broadside in a cloud of smokeigthigr
used up, totally worn out, an¢@homgsondl v proc
1997, page unknown
We want the ride, please and tharksant us to die happy. | want us to live lives
remarkably free of regret, just as tarnished as my memento mori coin: worn, beautifully

weatheredyalued,andfully spent.
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Introduction

AnDeath twitches my ear;
‘Live," he says...
"I'" m coming. 0

-Virgil
ACoemto terms with death. THAhbheetCansf t er anyth
AMan. .. |lives as if he is never goibDag to die
Lama
We’' re all going to die and we all know it.

A poor soul dies in the 3. every 12 seconds or sEY, Murphy, Kochanek, & Arias,
2020and we’'re all just doing our best to hope v

Our lives are culminating towards the utmost finality of #tle rite of passage known as
death-andwe’ rwerking with diligenceto avoidthe topic altogetherif you are still reading this
papeg,y ou’ r e uni que dodge deathmith acaroasiristing{Beokpr/1973.

Death is the wildly unpopular yet ominously present inevitabiity, en t hough 1t s th
that might help us live like we mean it.

As humans we’  re uniquely burden(@®aombny our a
Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2015) We’' r e just smart enough to kno
reflective enough to send ourselves into potentially existential tailspursoeliefs and attitudes
about death, however, profoundly impact our vieeling and the wayin which we live our lives
(Wong & Tomer, 2011). Contemplating death allows for so much more than a reflection of the
end; it provides an opportunity to lead intentional lives in the specter of death (Singh, 2016)

What do we have to gain by usheringttieéato our daily lives, rather thavoiding it or

meeting it atheend?In a world consumed with expanding teagthof our lives cultivating a
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more intimate familiarity with death can help us expand the metaphiatilc anddepthof our
lives as wellWe makdife wider when westuff it full of vitality and guste expanding the
breadth of the pleasurable experiences that life has to Wffemale life deeper when wiefuse
it with meaningand purposé¢hatelevates us out of tranldrums ofemptiness.

Living our liveswith more vitality takes us out of tlmitopilotmode thatan be pseudo
satisfyingly efficient, but also flatteningtjull, boring, uninspired lifeless.. all sorts of words
we dondt want t o We getcaught dpensautingsbhat inonany ways malkes .
our lives easiefdriving the sameoute to work each day, completing the same TPS repbus)
these routined o n ’ t ke wsafgelstally alive, do they?The lukewarm, radiocre
experiencesflifemi ght not make u,eithdr.e eolwetknowkve cawdn’ r e de ac
better tharivinga slumbering existence

Living lives that are void of meaninigels just as troublesome as lives thatsgemingly
stale.A dearth of meaning feeshallow hollow, disconnectedynfulfilled...d escr i pti ons w¢
likely not like read about us at ofunerals.Widening our lives s n’ t eamoptingagh f or
living experience we carfill our time with pleasurable experiences and still falty inside
Our quest fomeaningfuldepth in lifeis a naturahumantendencythat anessentialngredient
in the recipe foa life well lived(Baumeister, Vohs, Aaker, & Garbinksy, 2013)

Thepractice ofmemento moriacting onthe Latin phrase that translates temember
we must di¢’ canparadoxicallywake us up antreathdife into our lives.Reflecting on death
canactasjumper cables to nevigorat our lives withvitality and meaning-creatng the
perspectivave needo fully participatein our liveswith urgency, priority and meanir(yalom,
1980).While “remembering we must dienight be viewed as macabthis exercisenas less to

do with the morbidaspectsabout death and so much mésedo withthe profound opportunity to
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celebrate anébcus on life Thememento mori calhere is intended to trigger an agentic, active
prospecting process (Seligman et al., 2013) to thoughtfully edit our lives, rather than having to
encounter the wakep call of a neadeath experience, which what it usually takes for us to snap
to attentionand start livingon purposéGroth-Marnat & Summers, 1998). Memento mori allows
us to peer at death from a safe distance and initiate positive ghanggee don’t have to
from a comao find meaning and distinct sense of aliveness in our lives.
Ifyoujoinmeonthid0l-page journey, we’'ll dig up the j
delving into the spellbinding history, theories and ways of relating to the thing we fear most (yes,
even more than public speaking; ptsiwweer & Davi d
psychology into the discussiondefang deatland providehe scientific architecture for
expanding the width and depth of our |ives. W
have yet to live clearly the width partThis will give wayto plunge the depths of how meaning
and appreciation can arise from the realization that our existence is precious and fleeting
Canlooking atdeaththrough the lens of positive psychologyng us back to life? Read

on and find yowt . It won’'t kil
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History

A Brief Introduction to The Ending of Life

Death has a long and sordid history, as one mighteXpectt enni al |y per pl ex
theme that isnterwovenacrosdields of study the humanitiessocial scienceghe scientific
communityand even technologyave contributethe study of deatfVvan Brussel & Carpentier,
2014) Ourways of dealing with death have changetstantiallyoverour course of human
history(Aries, 1979, andi t * s f ai r t o s ay largelyahapeouw dttitudes al f r an
about the en@Greenberg, Koole, &yszczynski, 2004PenfoldMounce(2019 ses death as
an opening for creativeggroductive, perspective intwr lives, communities and identitiea
window into broader social issues

Death has shifted from a social phenomenondhaebrought communities together
through collective rituals (Aes, 2000) to an individualized, privatized, medicalized event that
has cleaned the messiness of deatangphidden it from plain view (Mellor & Shilling, 1993).
Whereas death was once familiar and quite literally out in the-opakes were held in home
parlors up until the end of the 1 @entury, at which point death became professionalized and
corpses wex swiftly escorted to hospitals or funeral parlors (and consequently parlors were
given the ultimate home makeover, ingenioushpranded asving rooms Quigley, 2005). Out
of sight, death became seen as a physical malfunction or a medical letdowenatimghing but a
social reality (Fonseca & Testoni, 2012). The medical, scientific and technology fields have done
wonders for extending our life spans, yet our discomfort with death appears to have grown in
direct proportion with our ability to pushifof . We’' re | iving in an age
modernday advancements, the topicimimortalityis far more appetizing than a hearty

di scussion about mortality. The I onger we’'re
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discuss somethings offensive as death (Wong & Tomer, 2011). This sanitization has left us
floundering in the face of something so natur
distasteful act dying, let alone the finitude of death.

We ' | | aulfraoneveoks below,delving intotheology, philosophy and

academic interest in deatier the history of humanity.
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Theology

fLet us eat and drilsakh22:130 r tomorr ow WwWE

Our feelingsabout deatlare oftenshaped by our beliefReligious doctrinegprovide
counsel orhow to live lives that ensuredemption and access to what their ftomiseupon
death(Parkeslaungani,& Young, 2015—w h e t h theeteindlheaseror helloutcome that
the Christian faithprophesizeghe reincarnatiotuntil-enlightenmenscenario that Hinduism
postulates, thBuddhist promise of Nirvansheaboriginalversion of the afterlifknownas the
nightlife (Bregman, 201Q)r the Taoist tradition afeverting back into a state of nbeing.

When theafterlife stakes are eterngeopletend totake notice and adhere to the belief structures

that grant thenentry to th& promised land like salvation through belief in Chrisgubmitting to

the will of Godfor Islamists living in accordance withthe Tao,r obeyi ng Jehovah’ ¢
(Obayashi, 1992).

Eastern eligionsand philosophiegraditionallymore open about the topic of dedtave
connected death and contemplationagesthe Vedic texts in India hawgoven in themes of
death reflectior{Singh, 20.6), andBuddhigs- believing that death is the keyttoe mystery of
life— extol the virtues of mindfly meditatng onthe thought ofnaranam bhavissatineaning
“deat h wi I(Gunaram&, €983Y heaaurtry oBhutan,nestleddeepinto the
Himalayashas been measuring their Gross National Happiness levels sincei#®06er 90
percent ofts residents repdrtg being happyto one extent aanothefMcCarthy, 2018)

Following the Buddhistradition, many Bhutanegeeoplepractice their death meditation five

times each dayBond, 1980).
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While an abundance of literature is available on the associations between religion and
death attitudes, isilimited in that a majority of studies focus on the dark side of death fears and
anxiety, without assessing the more positive reactions and possibilities associated with death
acceptancé€Dezutter, Luyckx, & Hutsebaut, 200Religionhas been shown tmoth alleviate
andexacerbate fears of degBassett & Bussard, 201,8ligion canfacilitate the belief and
hope ofimmortality through the portal of an afterlife alternate plane of existence, yet can also
triggeri ncr ement al anxiety for those who fear the
unforgivingdoctrine or God (Bassett & Bussard, 2018).

Our contemporary agkasshifted ourreliance orreligionto providedivine death
interventionsas of the 19 century,the workings of the worldauld be explainedhrough the
marvelsof science and technologgnaking gods less relevantdocietiesnore apt taccept

biologicalapproaches ttife and deathLifton,1975).
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Philosophy
AEverything has been f i deanPaldSarveut , except
ADeath is the worm at the cbWileamddmesal | our

Philosophical ideologiegver the centurieBaveinformed the ag®ld questios of,
Awhat real |y hoapdjiedeah aattteng?0, whicthinegitablyleads tahe
perenniaphilosophicalgem of i waioam 1? dKagan,2012).

Phil osophy, as they say, was conceived
Legionsof A-list existential thinkers have tried tod r e sveund ohneortality (Yalom, 2008

p. 11) by making sense of the absurdity and fragilityld&; Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Camus
veritabl e wimtellectualsshhveveighedsnon the infinite conundim. Some

descrile death aarich and verdant afterlifefor which we must prepare, as noted in the

religious context to a total annihilatin of the self (Luper, 2009philosophersaveeither

regarded death as rdpicturea blank wall) or not reapfcturea door to another life; Mason,
2015).

Zhuangzitheancient4" century BCChinese philosopher, pronounced that death was
just another ritual to be celebratdike a going away party for a grand journeyanothephase
of existencgElder, 2014).

Socrates believed that death lectiiherthe blank wall of a dreamless sleepttee door
opening to passage to yet another Héear being pointless, regardless of the door that death

opened for ugObayashi, 1992)Ever the controversial sort, Socrates professed that death would

be a benefit for those who kept their nmsrstharp.

L
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Platg S o ¢ r adverentialstudentbelieveddeathopenedup thedoorto anidealworld
(Rowett,2018) addingin histwo centshere:fi lamafraid that otherpeopledo notrealizethat
the oneaim of thosewho practicephilosophyin the propermanneris to practicefor dyingand
d e a (Phagdop4eB-4). TheseAncient Greek launched thethos that deatprovidedthe

|l i beration of one’s intellectually .trained so
Epicurus(whom Yalom[200§ posthumouslhanointed as thérst proto-existential
psychotherapistpok a cutanddried approach to the topic, believing that death was simply the
cessation of sensatietherefore inconsequential and of no concern. He proclaimed that our fear
of death was the one thing holding us back from living lives of fulfillmentthadwe owed it to
ourselves to seaks much sensation as possible, living up our moments while alive (Mitsis,
2012) before hitting the proverbidlankwall.
The Stoic school of philosophyhat emerged i8™ centuryGreeceargued that witbut
heaven or hellthe time to perfect our virtuesd live Ife to the fullestis today- by meditating
on our motality as areminderthat tomorrowjust might not arrivgLachs, 2008)Roman
emperor and StoiphilosopheMarcus Aureliug2002)summedt up well:“You could leave life
right now. Let that determinghatyoud o and s a {p. 28)Aurelius 2002)Hsd
quipped,” Al e x theGdeatandhis muledriver bothdiedandthe samething happenedo
b o t(in 74).
Sixteenth centyrFrench philosopher Michel ddontaignewrote extensivelyabout the
difference betweeheing melancholic and meditative about deatljjngthe plain and simple
premeditation of deaths away to learn howtodie “ To begi n ofdtegeatesti ng de a

advantage over uget us deprive death of istrangenesdet us frequent it, let us get used to it;

let us havenothing more often in mind than deaibe Montaigne 2018 p. 93.
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German philosophekrthur Schopenhauer ushered Hindu and Buddhist teachings into
Western philosophy in the mitB00s, espousing a grander view of the universe while
considering death, rather than staying mired in the smalled fears of our individual fates
(Singh, 2016)Schopenhauer had an enduring focus on the contemplation on death in his work,
considering death as our destiny fulfilled

Nietzschg1896), famous for encouraging us to consummate our |weppsedhe
stirring thought experiment of the e t e r n adskingreadeusrtonconceive of having to live
their identical lves over and over agajrior eternity- every high, every lowgverymundane
momentrelived. Obvious implications abodnwould we want to livehis life agair? Niezsche
(1896)noted thabur response to this question would eittielight uschange us, or crush us.

Martin Heidegger20™ centuryGerman philosopheespoused that himtion ofDasein-
the capacity to conceive of oawn death was essential in thact of being an authentic,
existentialy-healthybeing.Freedomin all its glory,wasto be gained by the acceptanceof
death leading us to Beingtowardsdeathmindsetor way of beingsquarely rooted in the
foresight ofthe end of it al(White & Ralkowski,2005.

Twentiethcentury French philosophéeanPaul Sartresaw deathas a reflection of our

meaningless existencHife has no meaning the moment you loseithel usi on of bei

(1943/1984p. 19).

ng

Perhap®Otto Rankthe firstexistentialtherapistsaid itbest* s ome ref use t he |

to avoid the debt of deathYé&lom, 2008,p. 108.
For every word of selannihilating insight the philosophical greats have bestowed upon
us about death, just as many encouraging sentiments haveffezedabout how to make the

most of the time we have been allotted. Humans have been concerned Wit n@king sense
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of death, but of making senseli¢, too- consistentlyinterested in ways to live our years to their
fullest.
Roman philosopher Seneca graced us 2,000 years ago with words of wisdom on the value
of time and the need to live lives agi@ias they are loniThe whole future lies in uncertainty:
live immediately...li f e is | ong i f you know hoS®endcao use it
goessofarastosaythme " r e essenti alldy Idiyvinmgg plriekrea t we erl ey
here forever.
Horace, the dutiful Epicurean, will be forever cherished for his stgamdly
encour ageanrme —sbipeehd daygiven that there might not be a tomorrow

(Horace,23BC).
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The Arts + Humanities

A Bi r t ¢opulateom dnd death.

Thatodos all the facts when you come t
Birth and copul ation, and death.
iT.S. EllotSWeeney Agonist€$932)

Death has proven to be a powerful and consisterse for creativeninds across the
centuriesSimultaneasly reflecting and defining the culture of the timeeways in whichdeath
has beemortrayedthrough artallows a glimpse into theiews onthe subjecticross human
history (Townsend2008).

Theplague(or black death)in the mid 1300g¢rovidedmacabre fodder for the artwork of
its time mirroring theme d i e v a | feac ai deathudestructsoand hell Williams, 199Q.

Artwork at that time took a very literal approach to the representation of what people feared the
most at that time, adeath bed scenes were comityguaintedand prizedPachoski, 1986)

some believe that these images were instrudtghping people uraistand how to die

(Llewellyn, 2013) It was during this era that the grim reapest emergedadorned iradark

robewith scythein skeletal handheshowed up in many figurative paintingsserve as aisual
memento mor(BennettCarpener,2017).

In a world before photography, artists were often commissioned to capture the images of
the dead, so corpsegrefoundpaintedon canvases from the Middle Ages through the
Renaissance. Skeletons symbolically represented the triumph of deatleyQRaf)5).

Danse Macabreor dance of death, became a popular genre of artwork in the late middle
ages thaturthered mortal contemplation. Murals portrayed individuals from all walks of life

dancing their wayin tandem with their corpses and skeletetmsvards their graves. These
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borderlineamusing personifications of death highlighted the didactic nature of art that sought to
teach people how to live; the message was clear to be aware of death, that no one escapes the
inevitable, and that enjoyment could be found hamming it @past dance at life (Walter,
2019).See Figure 1 for details.

Figure 1

The Dance of Deatf1493) byMichael Wolgemut, from th&luremberg Chroniclef Hartmann
Schedel

% :,.'
L1y
8% Wl iv
P M‘»-"“f
' \¢

Vanitas- symbolic waks offunerary artthat wereripe with allegory-took the medieval
art world by storm$till life vanitaspaintings for example, depictethbles adorned with skulls,
hourglassesyatchesyotting flowersand bubbles$o notso-subtletyhint at thefinality and
fragility of lif e while eschewingxcess vanity and materialism (Walter, 20B8e Figure 2 for

details.



MEMENTO MORI 21

Figure 2
Vanitas Still Life with Bouquet and SkylL642)by Adriaen van Utrecht

Contemporary artists are no ldascinated by deatiskull imageryaboundsfrom

Vincent wamSGoadh’'® svi t h B yseeFiguwrg3)oCézgnaerapdt t e ”
P i c a susraaist skull versiors (Walter, 2019Yo modernday artistRon Mueck, for example,
who aggrandizd the traditionakymbol of death bgreating installations of one hundrstécked
five-foot high life-like skulls inMass,his notso-subtlestudy ofmortality (Stewart, 2017see

Figure 4) DamienHirst earnedE50 million in 2007for creatingFor the Love of Go@see Figure

5)i aplatinum skull encrusted wittmore than 8,6DdiamondqSkelly, 2014)
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Figure 3

Head of a skeleton with a burning
cigarette(188586) by Vincent van
Gogh

Figure 4
Mass(2017)by Ron Mueck Photo: Sean Fennessey

22
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Figure 5
For the Love of Go@2007)by Damien Hirstretrieved fom http://www.damienhirst.com/fer
the-love-of-god

Literature hasncluded themes afeath sincgpeople began wiiig and reaadhg; four

thousand years agdhe Epic of Gilgamestold the tale ofaédr o’ s t¢ detarmindsow he

must live in light of hi§ r i e and ultisnately his owndeath(Smith, 2017)Ars moriendi
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* The Ar t), askminalyextimgéath lovehose authors are unknoyadvised readers in
the mid 1400s how to deegood deathan appropriateulturalresponsén the aftermath of the
plague(Aries, 2000. Readers were encourageddibigentlyf ol | ow t he guwo de’ s i n
ensuresoulsalvation the first chaptein the illustratedbookhelpfully addressed thpic of
avoidng eternal damnatian

Moderndaywriters havewritten volumes abouthe big sleepDantegave usymbols of

hellin his classidnferno(Alighieri, 1935, DylanThomasadvi sed wus t o not go
goodn i g handHamletfamouslyshuffled off his mortal coil (ShakespearE599/1992. Zorba
theGreelc ounsel l ed us to “l eave death nothing but
Leo Tolstoywrote The Death of Ivanlych (1981)— a fictional focus orthe liberation ofleath-

in the aftermath of an existential crisgi&mily Dickensm had such @reoccupation witldeath

thatshewrote itinto more than a quarter of her poerhsDeath is the supple Suitor/ That wins

at last . Dagharfin, 2017, p. 152Author and playwrighWilliam Saroyancaptured a

sentiment many of us sharear hisown deaththat“everybody has to die, but | always hoped an
exception might (Snih, ¥8&lpaed EiMnForstgiselygoeneed in what

eloquently captures the point of our discussion here today, that "Death destroys a man, but the

idea of death saves him" (1921, p.371).
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Death Scholarship
ilt 6s onl y wh e nunderstant that Weyhav& anlimived tane dn earéind that we
have no way of knowing when our time ig upat we will begin to live each day to the fullest,
as if it was the only one we had.Elisabeth KubletRoss
Academic interest ideath had been doantin the second half of the 2@entury
following F r e uhgricantentiousotion of Thanatosknown aghe death drivethat wehold
unconscious desirestodie or “ pr e s s y fvieich are far@itousipveriddentoynlife

instincts known astros (Freud, 1922)reudnotedt hat we’ re convinced of

i mmortality with an unmilA¥gpadR)aabdtiat feare of deatih cy t o
aremerely indicators of more pressing probgem

Freud(1915A961)statecthat werecognize death in others but not oursehias little
elsewas saichbout existential anxietys(avin, 2016)until HermanFeifel brought death to life,
S0 to speak, with the publication Dhe Meaning of Deatf1959}- the seminal texthatearned
him acclaim as théfounder of modern death psycholddZorless, 2008 The democr acy
death encompasses us aulpenchant fedenyingthekdeaiof el , addr
mortality, “even before its actuarrival, it is an absent presence. To deny or ignore it distorts
l'ife’'s pattern. . .. I n gaining an awareness of
(1959, p 123.

Feifel dialogue about deatirelped shape thesld of thanatology the scientific study
of death This contemporary philosophyas alternately ancleverlybeendefinedas “t he st ud:
of i f e, wi(Kabtenloben®@0B, p. 88 (Mterestingly shieigakuis the Japanese
word for thanatology, which translatesth@ study of life and death; DeSpelder, & Strickland,

2013).Encouraging death to be viewed gsaat of life rather than as andto it, this

interdisciplinary field of study encompasses death, dying and goes@ea & Testoni, 2012).
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Thought leaders within philosophy and psychology have agreed over the years that mortality acts
as a foundational, structural component of human life (Carel, 2006). Robert Kastenbaum, one of
said thought | eadnerts, gebtelvieervye df a‘rwei nwouunldde r st an
d e a 2003, p. 76).

Sociologist Geoffrey Goreadmonished a society thatade death invisible in his
Pornography of Deatf1955) hypothesizing thaa thwartedattractionwith deathwould lead to
very bad things like violent and graphic imagery of death in the media

Elisabeth KubleiRoss @ve us thdive stages of grieih her populaOn Death and Dying
in 1969 understandinghe psychological reactions tieathhelpedbring more open
conversations about death iqteoplé s | i v i Hegworkpawedrtise way for a more
humanistic approach to death and dyiRgr{seca & Testoni, 2012)med well with the
introduction of thehospice movement thabught tocreate a morgquality-filled end-of-life
experiencel@oka, 2013)Death education wasecoming more prevalent.

Professional journals on the topics of death and dying began cropping ud 8vose
with a substantiabody of research addressing tbpic of death attitudes addition tothe
ubiquitousbereavement and grief topi@&/ittkowski, J., Doka, K. J., Neimeyer, R. A., &
Vallerga, M. (2015)Deathstudiesappear tdhave a growingylobalinterest given a thredold
increase in internationalplicationson the topicsince 1992Doka, Neimeyer, Wittkowski,

Vallerga, & Currelley, 2016).
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Deathin Todayds Society

Death is in the midst af trendy surge of intereshadeevident bya proliferation of
death salons and cafes (gatherings of morbidly curmaigidualg, the advent of death doulas
available for hire neartheend of life t he wi | dl'y popul ar *“ Ask a Mor
with over 103 million video views of topics likeMa na gi ngAfQoerrp sae sNat ur al D
andi Mor t uary Makeup (HayakasiDZ0E3pnd theiWeCrodk app that s 0
convenientlytextsyoh don ét f or get , fiyedtinedeaeh dayLeland, 2008). di e o

Thedeathrelated travephenomenon known as dark tourifioennon & Continuum,
2002)highlights our voyeuristic fascination with deatfe travel to faiflung places to visit
macabre attractions ranging from the harrowihige Holocaust sites, World War battlefields,
and 9/11 mermrials, to the more entertainigike taking Jack the Ripper walking touesd
visiting Elvis Presley’ s gravesite (along wit
Experienéng cultural representations significant otherédeath$ peoplewith any level of
notoriety- helpsmediat our own relationship with mortality (Stone, 2012). With death packaged
as infotainmentor popular consumption, theggortality momenttet usinformally contemplate
our own death.

While death isomewhatrending,dyingremainsunpopular. The field of gerontology has
found itself overwhelmed with an aging population and underwhelmed witltahedhool
students interested working withend of life issuesThe number of certified geriatricians
dipped 25 prcent between 1996 and 2010, while applications to fields like plastic surgery are

soaring (Gawande, 2014); we're apparently mor

working alongside the dying.
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In a Western society where death has been shushngtiizes and medicalized (Proulx &
Heine, 2006), and whe@a wa n d e | (2014) | aments the “exper.
medi cal transaction i nst euidterestfthasdeenpiquadara!| e x p e
w e ' getingcuriousaboutdeath from aafeplaceto learn moreBut we should be clear about
the current sentiment on deathile weseek to learn aboitt i tintriguing precisely because
it s ftopicPeoplatigtideath cafebecause they atmthintrigued andpanicked by the
idea ofdeath not because they abdaséabout it Lifton (1975)highlighted thata historical shift
occurredirom postVictorian societes that wereignificanty sexuallyrepresedandgenerally
open towards deatho areversal in our now contemporary tintbat find usopen about

sexuality andepressed about the trials and tribulations of déath.t * s di scuss t hi s

further detail.
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How We Think (Or Avoid Thinking) About Death

Tillich (1952), theexistentialist thinkem ot ed t hat the anxiety of
uni versal, and inescapable” (p. 42). Every 1in
fear of the end, which likely exists at our deepest, primary l¢Yalom, 2008).

Death isn’t always at the forefront of our
existin the background. In an effort to assuage our inherent yet often unconscious anxiety, we
build impressive defense mechanisms to conceive of @d&ih means to us and how it could
possibly fit into our lives. Our egoorks hard to defenidself against the onslaught of anxieties
brought about by the stressful subject (Tomer, 1994).

Several theoretical models help us understand how we perceive adigicting the
existential concerns at the marrow of our human condi@@@stano et al., 2011$ome theories
veer towardslenial andselfannihilatian, some position death contemplation as a vehicle for
radical transformatiormndsome theories see death as a threat to our ability to lead meaningful
lives and reach our potential (Tomer, 1994 will reviewkey theories and research to better

understad our natural tendencies in the facahaf inevitable end in store.
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Denial as a Default Setting

ARWe pay expencovweé yafffoir x tthe T Fdieb(1969)pb204 ct o f

No discussion about our inherent tendencsetoain blissfully ignorant about death
woul d be compl et e wietihThauDeniabaf Deati§l973) Becaddkesde ’ s v 0 i
some of the existential matters thahtribute toour animalistic fear ofieath Becker was
inspired byAustrian psychologisOtto Rankafellow believer thathe motivation for our art of
living stems from oufears of death and lif@Vadlington, 2012)Proulx and Hein€2006 credit
B e ¢ k e r —for whidh bd pesthumously received a Pulitzer RPriasone of the five most
important works published on meaning withif"2@ntury social science history.
Rather thadenyingour denial, Becker (1973) advocadthat we stoically accept the
limitations of being humars(ich aghe ways we thinkor choosenotto think),the limitations of
our bodies (which are destined to perish), tvad weshouldresist the efforto stifle our natural
impulsive responses to death. Becker (1973) balidwat we handle thdilemmaof deathby
devising arimmortality projector set of beliefs that make us feel heroic and therefore in some
small sliver, immortalAn immortality project could ban ardenadherence to a religious
doctrine,donating money to havaur name chiseled intokaick on a museum walbr havng
children who willperpetuat®ur family name Fear or denial of death, to Becker (1973)jas a
fundamental motivator behind why we do what we do.
Many of us fear the unpredictability of deathh at we don’ whempewilci sel vy
die- and some believe it is this fact that makes us fear death, not the mere inevitability of death
in itself (Kagan, 2012).
Denyingthe idea of deatthowevercomes at a cosDespiteour valiant attempts to

suppresshoughts of the inevitablepany expdenceanxiety, depression, worry and negative
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emotions (Yalom2008) trying toquell death anxietthroughavoidance ironicallgets the stage
for even moranxiety.Yalom (2008) further asserts thlabth conscious and unconsciousrries
about deathif unaddressedhreaten our welbeingand our abilityto show up fully forlife;

denial exacts the price of a compromised inner life

The most disconcerting trouble with ggmg death s t hat deat h i sn’t af
known-through thenews ofa terrorist attackhrough our own health scarésthe lyrics of a
popular songer throughsomeone we knoywassing awayKagan (2012) believes it is
inappropriate and irrational to ignore the facts about death, theampower to cause us to
behave differentlyandto make more powerful choices while we are still alsehumacher
(2010) believes that we deprive ourseleéseath through fear and denial. Wigght allow
ourselves to contemplate the deatlotbfers,but conveniently neverontemplateour own,
undermining our opportunity to reap the beneficial perspextivbe gained (Schumacher,
2010).Wong & Tomer (2011¢loquently state that death denial robs us of the chance to live
most vitally.

We’'re in such denial of our blatant ending
insurance Bernheim, Forni, Gokhale, & Kotlikoff, 2003), we postpone transfers oltlwea
between generationgven when significant tax savings are to be gained (Kopczuk & Slemrod,
2005) and just 25 percent of us have living wills in place (Novotney, 2010).

When many of us are faced with the idea of deathinteationallyd o rthink of death.

Yet what happens when vage encouraged to think of our inevitable demises, figgticipants
in research studied®here does denial shape shifthose moments®/hen asked to describe
their deathbed scenes, study maptnts typically envisioned the idealized scenario of dying at a

matureage at home, surrounded by doting loved ones, remarkably void of pain or emotional
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anguish, cognitively sharp, and passing mercifully fast (Normand, 1990). Only six percent of
peopleanticipate pain at death, and a vast majority expect old age to be their cause of death
(Kastenbaum, 2000). The discrepancy between o
1972>t he death we’'d choose i f —landthémpdrealsicu gh t o h
scenarioss woefully apparentve will likely die in accordance tehatlife expectancy tables
predict,or soonerafter suffering from chronic ilinesses, and likely alone or in an institution
(Kastenbaum, 1995We glorify our conceptualizededths to protect ourselves from the
inconvenient truths of how death might really unfold (Evans, Walters, & Hatwbdruff,
1999). It is challenging to integrate threatening yet realistic death scenarios into the scaffolding
we' ve built easbhafrsdfdiemiiode rdteeedibiholf demabases the
burdenof having toconstructnew realiitesar ound how we’ | | l'ive a I|ife
pain, andhot cognitively sharp Even individuals who are tuned into ainterested in the topic of
death falil to realistically anticipate what death will look like (Kastenbaum, 1994). Apparently
our desire, ouneed to manage the discomfort associated witheplremeralityencourages
comforting distortions of the future.

Resar chers, eager to take the pulse of soci
and validated a myriad of sophisticated instruments that ascertain our degeaghadinxietly a
term that includes an amalgam of attitudes characterized by fear, thesat, unease and
negative emotions associated with dying and deédé¢imieyer, Moser, & Wittkowski, 2003).
Most scales have been designed in a unidimensional fashion to measure our fears and anxieties
of death, presumably because our attitiad#sutour attitudes towards death often reduce down
to the lowest common denominator of negative emotions (Gesser, Wong, & Reker, 1988).

Encouragingly, many assessments in this construct now extend beyond measuring the degree of
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dread and include more acceptabesed measures of death, suckVasg, Reker, and Gesses
(1994) Death Attitude ProfiteRevised, which encompasses three discernable facets of death
acknowledgementleutral Acceptancevhere we accept death as a reality that we neither fear
nor welcomeApproach Acceptancevhere we value death as a path to a positive afterlife; and
Escape Acceptancehere we appreciate death as a way out of an untenable sit{likeon
battling aterminal iliness)

While adept at hiding from deattve sometimes let aéal take a detouThe tabodhas
lifted slightly in an age ofonstantaccess tmews andibiquitousviolentimagery—news
statiors, social media chanrglandHollywood blockbustesoffer a steady streanf death
imagery anccarnaggWong & Tomer,2011) Death terrifies anthtrigues usn seeminty equal
measurei | f it b | -etlednantra of manyl aenadiasnoguotveals our morbid
fascination withdeath and destructio@ounterintuitivelywe d o n’ tcarsaqridesstdo by
shield oursensitive selveswe create traffic jamgust toslow downand get ajlimpseof what
happenedindulging our gruesome curiosigpoutwhat might happen to us one dayis
passive allowance dfie macabre into our livesgnalsour willingness tanove beyond denial
andexplorewhat deathmight have in store for ushifting from a denial of death to an
acceptance ajur albeit disconcertingortality opens uppossibilitiesto not just reduce anxiety

but toredefine death as a tao live life more vitally(Yalom, 2008).
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Terror ManagementT heory

Terror management theory (TMi§)a prominent theory within death studessd isborn
out of thebelief thatas lumanswe are wired with a drive for continued existerseel enduring
value(George & Park, 2014)When juxtaposed againstir understanding thate w o nexist
forever,conditions areipe forterrorand dread tpotentiallyfill the void (Greenberg,
Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1988)/e manage thidisconcertinganxiety in two ways:we
subscribe to a particular cultural worldwie a set of shared beliefs and values within an ingroup
that provides order and meaning te-asdwe alsobolster our selesteemwhichis contingent
on how well we bw®théecauM d uwea’'lv evoad lde(beslest we’ ve a
Park,2014) Terror management theory allows us to suspend the disbelief of dedihyaimtio
the notion thasome valued part of us will live on foreyeren aftewe die. Wemightbelieve
t hat litevadly cardy on in an afterlife like heavesymbolicallyseek to create a legacy
throughour children or make a meaningful dent in the woiridsome waythat will continue to

existbeyond outime on eartl{Burke, Martens & Fauche2010).
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Mortality Salience

Mortality salience thelevel of awareness we possesstha ' r e v u inevieablea bl e t o
death(Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Simon, & Breus, 19&4)lved out of TMTto help
conceptualizeur behaviomwhile we try to overcome our fears of mortalitythe face of a dee
needto stay alivgMikulincer, & Florian, 2000) Studies consistently show that the act of
ponderingour demise causassto cling more fiercely t@ur worldviews- whateverthey might
be- because theyra the very constructbat helpkeepthe terror of death at bgastano et al.,
2011) When the ideaf death is made salientusly participants d o u b | e tleobeliefs o n
andvalue behaviors that align with their worldviewgile oftendisparagng others for
presentingg i e ws t hat dtieepbelieve to dd trueh(Castana ¢t al., 200Ldges
reminded of their mortality set an average bond of $d4%3thypothetical pretitution case, for
example, compared to an average bond of $5th&judges in aontrol group by punishing
others who violated their worldviebeliefs, they reinforcetheir own worldviews to alleviate
the tension caused by death prim{@yeenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 19 ashing the
word "death" on a computer screen to Amerigezsearchparticipantsfor mere fractions of a
secondturned them againsinauthor who criticizd the U.S. Solomon, Greenberg, &
Pyszczynski, 2015)ndividualsinterviewedin front of a funeral hombkad a more supportive of
view charitieghan peoplavh o  w easingerestdad in making donatioimgerviewed a few
blocks out of the range difie mortality prompt(Jonas, Schimel, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski,
2002).Subtle reminders of deatlike seeing an ambulanciive by, watching someone die
onscreenor evenseeing wrinkles in the mirror cause us to distance ourselves from our

physicality (avoidingsexandotherodi | 'y acti vities that on some
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susceptibly perishable) and we turn up the dial on our symbolic-~viteemaking our
achievements, intellect and virtues shiSelomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2015).

Interestingly thereare ways to buffer ourselves from the angst of mortality salience.
Heightenedsele st eem reduces one’ s worldview defense
death concerngdarmonJones et al., 1997as des the feeling of being powerf(Belmi &

Pfeffer, 2016)Additionally,JunlandRout | edge’ s ( 2 0 1 feopemwithdiighar c h s h
perceptions of meaning in liEndpeople who define themselvessaxially connectefind
themselvegxempt frommortality saliencenxietes with no changes to thewell-being (as

measured bgatisfaction with life and subjective vitaljtfgncouraging individuals to reflect on

their mortality awareness with openness, mindfulness and curiosity hdmeatsshown thave

a mediating effect on the guard they put(Bpyd, Morris & Goldenberg, 2017Experiencing

mortality saliencen the rightcontext can ignite moral benefits likecreasing tolerance of others

andi ncreasing one’ s d@&enjShani &tParia, B0AStudireeshaw thate st s e |
people (predominantly women) act in mpresocial ways in the week following death prompts

(Belmi & Pfeffer, 2016)Being primed with thoughts of death malady participants more

likely to donate money into the futdra powerful demonstration of how inclined we are to want

to leave a legacthatlets us live beyond the boundaries of our lifespans (Weadezoni, Tost,

Hernandez, & Larrick, 2012Re f | ect i ng on one’s own death al s
gratitude in study participants, as well as their appreciation of the simple pleasures in life (Frias,
Watkins, Webber, & Froh, 2011).

Research also shows that the ways we naviegastential angstaries by the degree to

which we need structuregpple with hgh personal needfor strudure-the extent that we

desireclear structure and certaintyeact to mortality salienogith traditional TMTworldview
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defensesnore vehemently than thosath lower personaheeds for structureJghl & Routledge,
2010).

Activating deathrelated concepts increases our interest in variety and newsilgss
anxietyis activatedwhich then decreases our intereswvimat isnew and exciting in favor of
stablity (Huang & Wyer, 2015).

Considering the death ahotherdoes notend toinduce existential anxiety the same
way that contemplating our own deatoes(Huang & Wyer, 201p Thisis likely a reflection of

what wementallyreduce death down to others and ourselvesae interprebt her peopl e’ s
deatls as theireliminaion as an object from the eaythile we remairreassured thate arestill
presenbn earth Thinking about ourselvedying, in contrastrepresentshe disintegration of
ourselves from the walt- amore disconcertingotionthat can lead to anxief)oestenbaum,
1972).

Cozzolino(2006)notesthatthetypical mortality salience manipulatiossbjected to
research participantepresent death insubliminal,generic an@bstracfashior- manystes
removed froma true experience that might actually mimic a razath experienc®r lab
participans. An alternative tanortality salience fodedh primingis a practicecalleddeath
reflection whichhas been found to be a more powedidl experientialvay to get people in
touch withtheir owndeath(Cozzolino, 2006)Imagining oneself in the midst of an apartment
fire—in vivid, graphic deta# elicits differentdeathreactionghan playingmorbid wordgamesor
visiting funeral home The implications ohowwe ae primed to think about death aveighty;
research reveals that when we are exposed to our mortalitygastaact concept (as through

traditional mortality salience experiments), sexk support in abstract waylge bolstering our

worldviewsandreligious and social affiliationdVhen we are exposed to our mortalityain
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specific and personal fashion (via death reflectionplarve support from internal resourees
like construing goaldjnding ways to meet owswn needs, and seekingtrinsic growth
(Cozzolino, 2006)Furtherirg this logicwe ’ r e moti vated in different
whet her we buw abstract (iraditipeal neodality salience) or specific (death reflection)
information processing systamunder the auspice that wake action orthings thathave the
potential tomake our goals a realit€Carver & Scheier, 1990)ve act inratherconstrained ways
that succumb to the norms of societigen prompted bthe abstraction ahortality salience
(like driving by thecemetery, and we act imtrinsic, self-determinedDeci & Ryan,1985)
ways wherprompted byexistentiallyspecificinformation like forming plans that draw on our
strengthsandtalentsto achieve the goals we want for oursefvest whatour external
worldview requires of usto fit in (Cozzolino, 2006)In response to this research, tmeators of
TMT agreed with Cozzolirio £006)assertion thaa deeper and more personahfrontation
with deah would elicitpositivegrowth, although theygaution thasome peopléo in factreact
to close encounters with death with teraod withdrawal from lifeRyszczynski, Greenberg,
Solomon, & Maxfield, 2006).

Conceptualizingurideal deaththatalignswith our values and what we find meaningful
(for example, being surroundatithe endy family after reaching important life gojilsas been
shown to diministour need to take worldview defees (Rgers 2011) Death reflectiorleads to
unselfish, intrinsic behavior€6zzolino, Staples, Meyers, & Samboceti, 2004esensights
help put TMT and mortality salience research in perspecive help shape future interventions

intended to help peopbtrow from reflecting ontheinevitability of death
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Meaning Management Theory

Whereas Terror Management Theory helps us manage the terror of death rather
defensively, Meaning Management Theory places our quest for meaning at th@tanter
motivationalimpetus(Wong, 2007). Instead of the TMiiformed unconscious dialogue that
responds to deattelated thoughts witheightened interest in tm®rms of the society we
subscribe toa primary motive of finding meaning in life summons an irdialogue offi h o w
do | want to be spending my time so that it feels like it actually means sometWmy
(2007) maintains that the drive to derive meaning, find authenticity, and grow are the ways in
which we respond to the realities of deaifiwe are coached to adopt a positive life orientation.

Related taneaning management thgas the Meaning Maintenance Model (Heine,
Proulx, & Vohs, 2006} where contemplation of death is explained as the most profound
interrupti onfrnamewar K ane atnh adfjlivingeassbngptsoes aVer way s
engage in a process callidgid compensatioto deal with the surreptitious feeling of
meaninglessness that can sometimes fill the void between living and(ehgimg, Proulx, &
Vohs, 2006)Mortality salience triggers a motivation within us to maintasn regain control ef
meaning in our lives, like alleviating uncertainty in other facets of life, boosting otestedm
in check, making social connections, and taking part in activitesaté believe matter in some

way (Proulx & Heine, 2006).
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Ontological Confrontation

Facing the inevitability of our deatlknown asontological confrontationcan happen in
an instangroundedn reality, like in the unfortunate event afdirehealthdiagnosisor asan
imagined &perience far off in the distande. these instancesipsense obntological security
(thatcomfortingsense otontinuitywe feel about our liféiterally continuing;Giddens, 1991)
can beshatteregevents that fail to match our carefully crafteédanings and social schemas
frameworks of how we build others into our livebake ouworld foundationgMellor &

Shilling, 1993).Personal construct theory (Kelly,1955) is based on the idea that wiepev
constructs or meanings to make sense of ourselves and anticipate future events. In the role of
personas-scientisf we create hypotheses about categories of our bwesmust refine our
constructs when faced with threats, like getting laid off freonk or being asked for a divorce.
Reflecting on death, for example, is seen as a threat that calls for a fundamental change in the
way we construe who we are (Lavoie & daeg, 2004), causing us to rebuild new constructs of
how we see ourselves and plan for the futlileere are no shortage of prompts in our daily lives
that force us to get creative and make sense of how the rdatiid events and experiences fit

into ourworldviews-f r om readi ng about a pop stawé s over
regularly comprehend death and what it means for us through the social worlds we live in
(McManus, 2013).

The meanings we attach to death, as multidimensional as thexctes triggers for
emotions, motivations and actions (Cicrielli, 2001). The Personal Meanings of Death Scale
(Cicirelli, 1998) measures how we view death along four dimensions: deaftiedige (the
promise of dneaven of something similadeath agxtinction(no life beyond dea)hdeath as

legacy(leaving something of value behind for others to benefit from), and deatbtastor
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(thecatalystto set and reach goals in life). In one study, younger adults identified with death as a
motivator morehan older adults who have presumably accomplished many of their hopes and
dreams, although qualitative research has shown that older adults are still motivated to wrap
meaningful goals up (like completing the family tree project or coaching a youngster in
family; Cicrielli, 2001).

Holcomb, Neimeyer and Moore (1993) studied death attitudes through the content
analysis of fredorm narrative responsesdoestions likdi what i s your personal
deatahdhiavhat i s deat h? Wh.aOver @% efsesporidents wrate aboub y o u
their death as having a purpose with a reference to a continued existence in an afterlife. Less
healthy respondents wrote abdefath as more purposeleBsmales tend to be more open to the
contemplation of death, whereas males tend to favor avoidance on the subject (Lavoie & de
Vries, 2004).

Research shows that those who feel negatively about death also tend to feel negatively
about their lives; conversely, those who adopt a neutral acceptance towards death show
statistically positive relationships to happiness (Gesser, Wong, & Reker, 1988). Individuals who
believe they' ve |lived either dievethaytsdieoa |y or
woul d be iAmtow, Rauchavdy] Peller, & DeVito, 1984, 42).

Some researchers attribute our propensities to avoid thinking of death as more of an
illusion of selfcontrolthan a defensbased denial, especially in peopligh beliefs rooted in a
high | evel of desire for personal contr ol (Ta
core beliefs that their | ives wil/l be | ong, h
future. Even in the face d¢dise alarms thairovide glimpses ofleath in front of these core

believers-like cancer scares or neaniss car accidentghe illusion of invincibility is
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strengthened in what Breznitz (1983) cailsgletrial experiencesThese people who are
exposedo closecalls of death rarely take their mortality seriously; the fact that they are still
alive and wellafterhaving a melanoma motemoved for examplereinforces their belief that
death is far from imminerior them

Kastenbaum (2004) wrthe veags inavhiclwe pyrthe cdaiofc i ng de
our own deatlout- like coming to terms with smaller losses and change in our lives, interacting
with grieving people, pausing to pull over for a funeral procession, worghbogt loved ones
passing away in a random car accid@&yt trying death on for size in even these most subtle
ways, we are paradoxically able to more fully appreciate life (Kastentz0n).

Given our stellar deatavoidance skills, we have a tendency to depend on symbols,
images and rituals to make sense of death in what Kastenbaum (2004) refersdncsta
universal the pseudeolidification of this abstract and daunting cortc@&hotos opassed
elderssit on the mantlepiec&jneralsprovide ceremonial reassurantmnbstoneselp solidify
that someone we loved was once withareilmemento mori coins helground something that is
hard to conceptualize.

Existentialpsychotherapists amhilosophersreconvinced of the upsides of ontological
confrontation Appreciating the role of mortality in our lives, psychologist Hoffman refers to
how we create our realities ¢reatofnomeingandgs “ i n
meani ngl es s ne &nan’Yaldnl198D)3a prolific.voick iG theexistential
psychotherap community champions the notion that deasha powerful agent of changeeifel
(1990) credits the death movemantone of its aims of anticipatingeathfor providing

organizing principles in how weonduct ourselve8elieving that acceptance ofrr finitude

creates a portal to sdthowledge (Feifel, 19%), he maintains that the energy spsmppressing
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thefacts of finality could be bett@nvested in the positive aruleative aspects of beir@f
living (Feifel, 1990).

Singh (2016) notes that the acknowledgment of death arouses a sense of wonder, which
turnslife into an enigmatic riddle to figure out our destiRglating to death in a deliberate
fashion provides an existential jolt that just might lead to a transcendence of our daily existence
awakening us from what Schumacher (2010) refers to asdhesidess of the human condition
that denies death as an experience to reflect upon.

Terror Management Theory (TMT) research and discourse has traditifoalsed on
thed ef ensi v e n e sdimulatedntthe face sf deatbtlietdarkiside, per savithout
considering the bright side that terror management potentially has to offer us. Zealous adherence

to one’s worldview can also include prosoci al
compassion anbelpfulness (Vail et al. 2012). In the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attackich
brought awareness of death to the forefront for mahng character strengths of gratitude, hope,
kindness, leadership, love, spirituality, and teamwuoeke elevated in sueyed individuals even
ten months after the event (Peterson & Seligman, 200zttality salience, it fortuitously turns
out, has a host of underappreciated facets that we can leverage to our advantage in the quest for
betterlived lives.

To review,mortality salience is seen as benefidial different reasonsSTMT proponents
and Be c k-denidlalvochedetietre that we can handle ttegrorsof death through
precarioussocial constructiongike culturdly accepted worldviews artiblsteredselfworth
(Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 201H)e existentialist® w a k e u pchool aflthbught

(inspired byphilosopherdike Kierkegaardand Heideggérseeaus benefiting from ontological

confrontation byquestioning our worldviews and livirmuthenticallyin accordance to our values
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as a way to dissolve the anxéstof death(Martin, Camgell, & Henry,2004).Regardless ahe

approach, a genuinsderstanding of our own molitgt is seento have profound psychological
benefitsand can ba catalyst forgrowth (Martin, Campbell, & Henry2004)}—specifically in the
realms ofenhanced seksteemlocus of control, and existential wdleing Cozzolino, Blackie,

& Meyers,2014).
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Brushes with Death

ARemembering that [06I1l be dead soon is the mo

make the big choices in life. AImost everythialj external expectations, all pride, all fear of
embarrassment or failurethese things just fall away in tii@ce of death, leaving only what is

truly important. Remembering that you are going to die is the best way | know to avoid the trap

of thinking you have something to lose. You are already naked. There is no reason not to follow
your heart. Your time is lited, so don't waste it living someone else's life. Don't be trapped by
dogmad which is living with the results of other people's thinking. Don't let the noise of others'
opinions drown out your own inner voice. And most important, have the couragewoyour
heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you truly want to become. Everything else

i s s ec 0 8tavadohE20ab Stanford commencement addi(@ssughton 2011)
Close encountensith death act as the ultimate walgg call. Finding arselves on the
precipice-on the edge of whatever we believe to be in store for us whegrass awayisa rare
event thatmost of us will never experience.
People who have survived close brushes with death reportedly experience greater

immersion intheir lives- dismissing the trivial, unimportant aspects that once troubled them
(Yalom, 1980), mindfully living in the present moment, and appreciating even the most banal of
those dayto-day occurrence@viartin, Campbell & Henry, 2004)ike cloudsforming and
metamorphosizing in the sky. Survivors of trauma report more favorable appraisals on the value
of their lives after being jolted out of complacenggr{offBulman, 2004)Shedding the
expectations we believe society places on us, after flivtittydeath, we appear to grant
ourselves the permission to live in ways that are more authentisalyT he * prescr i pti c
how to live given by family, culture, profession, religion, or friends loses its grasp. Perhaps, in

this way, knowing thatyoushv e a t er mi n al Kuhl] 2002, 229).Iniwerkingf v al u €
with terminally il/ peopl e, Kuhl (2002) noted

a roar of awakening... It ends the routine and indifference... Because they know thaty cann

escape death, they embracedfe hei r own | i fe” (p. 227) .
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Grasping the impermanence of our existence can act as a proverbial wake up call, waking
us up to the values we want live our lives by with passion, rather than the values that others have
imposedupon us (Martin, Campbell, & Henry, 2004). Nekrrath experiences tend to favorably
sharpen and prioritize our valugsrpth-Marnat & Summers, 1998), whidipically shift from
culturally conditioned matters of importance (like what kind of car we drovejore personal

and intrinsic values (likwhowe’ r e driving to spend precious t
model of car gets us there; Martin, Campbell & Henry, 2004iile brushes with deatban

trigger thedefensive safe haven of an establisheddvaew (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, &

Solomon, 1986)death awareness can do more than elicit defensiveness, however; it can provide

awakeup to the ways we’'re |living out of accorda

to remedy anxieties that restribm living inauthentic lives (Martin, Campbell & Henry, 2004).
Experiencing a close encounter with dedtke narrowly escaping a terrorist attamk

receiving undesirable news from a doetshatters the assumptions we hold to be true about

ourselvesi{ ei t er at i n gPergoad Cogstruxt Thetry &ndl &ffords us the opportunity

to rebuild the beliefs we have about our ifed death Experiencing a close encounteith

death has been described as a culture shock; individuals often undergo revised ways of seeing

themselves, otherandther concept of time (Furn, 198Mlany open themselves up to new

educational, career and relationship experiences as they grashapel their new beliefoften

in ways thatanspur postraumatic growthTedeschandCalhoun(2004) refer to this

counterintuitive growth as th@ositive psychological change thatcurs as a result of adversity

The posttraumatic growtlphenomenon that can arise from ndaath experiences or major life

crises likely occurs from the psychological responses of seeking emotional relief,

comprehension, and creating an architecture of understanding that enables the acknowledgment
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of paradox that meaning and richness can be found in the midst of complex despair (Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 2004).
Survivors of lifethreatening illnesses cognitively adapt to their brushes with mortality in
three ways: by searching for meaning, attaining a sense témnaser their lives, and
reestablishing theirseé st eem ( Tayl or , 1983) . Forging meani
understandingvhythey were struck with the illness in the first plaedthough 95% of cancer
patients in a study by Taylor (1983) made cautebations (explanations) about why their
cancer developed. Meaning was sought and found by these studied cancer patients by
reappraising their lives and finding their time more valuable, developing refreshed attitudes
towards their lives, becoming morelfsaware and reorganizing their priorities to dimingmat
they saw asrivial issues like worrying aboutbeing late for a meetingr concerning themselves
withot her p e o p.lTlesegatipnts tasgetedomveaat they deemed to blee important
things in life (people that mattered, revitalizing interests, etc.) Fifty three pefdietcancer
patients participating in this study admitted that they felt better adjusted in their lives as a result
of experiencing cancer (Taylor, 1983).
Gettingcb s e t o death or experiencing traumati c
happier, but survivors do consistently report more of a sense of purpose, madsdization,
and more wisdom in life (Noyes, 1983). Respondents in a survey of people who lead clos
encounters with death (near drownings, falls, car accidents, and serious illnesses) appear to
undergo “rebirths” into newly enhanced |ives,
1983).
Near death experiencébesurreal state of consciousness thatursamidstclinical

death Irwin,1988)areoften characterized by cof-body experienceBlanke & Dieguez,
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2015. A recent studyound that after exposure to autof-body experience brought on by
virtual reality, participants f ear s of d,aa63% oileemeportedea drapbfiedd
belief in life after death compared t@2% of participants in a control group withartual
reality out-of-body experienceBourdin, BarberiaOliva, & Slater, 2017)Virtual reality is now
being used teimulate end of life experiencesan effortto help hospice anblealthcare workers
betterempathize withpatientsas theyapproach the final hours death(Burge, 2018

Theconcepbf quantum change bearslaseresemblance toear death experiences
these are theudden epiphanidhatlead to profounly deepand lastingransformatios of
perspectivg, priorities and value@Nood, 2006)Similar to thetransformation oEbenezer
Scrooge fromA Christmas Caro(Dickens,1905) people experiencing this phenomemealize
benefitssimilar to those who have had brushes with defatlieep gratitudéor life is a common
characteristic of quantuchangersMiller (2004) describes thigrofound subjective experience
asa developmental metamorphaqdike a“ f dosmardin what Maslow described as self
actual (p.2%9). i on”

The guestion remains: how do we glean the benefits ofdesdh experiences without
having to actuallexperienceneardeath what with all itsrisk and drawbacksNoting the
unfortunate effectiveness that traumatic events have on illuminating the Yiifee Janoff
Bulman and Yopyk (2004) challenge psychologists to discover alternative paths to awaken us

and teach us to live lives through fresh eyieshe absence of adversity, trauma or loss.
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Our Perceptions of Time Life is Short (or is it Long?), and then We Die

Temporal Scarcity
AWe don't beat the Grim Reaper by living | ong
fully, for the Reaper will come for all of us. The question is what do we do between the time we
arebornandthé i me he BRaodwBausaps. d as(@®007) ect ur e

The awarenegbat our lives havécking countdown timerss abasic human
characteristic (Carstensdeaacowitz, & Charles]999).How can we encourage a more
profitableappraisal of the time we have to spend as mere mortals?

As a resource becomes scarce it increases in its perceived &alaecept known as
temporal scarcity (Moore, 1963). Framing an event, such as our lives, with a proverbial expiry
date has been showm make it feel that much more valuable and precious (Kim, Zauberman, &
Bettman, 2011)King, Hicks,andAbdelkhalik (2009)cleverly weave irwhat we know to be
true abouthe scarcityheuristic- thatrare or temporary things are believed to possessegreat
value-in theirtake onwhat death meansto.u8a i d s iferbgcomes valtiet to the extent
wer ecogni ze i ts poJamfiBuliman]2004,p.83Rather tham sekingtdegath  (
as athreat thatanignite unconscious defensdlge encouragement is see it as aeminder that
our lives are commaodities thate subject to loss (withoakception) this scarcitymakes life by
definition, more valuableStudy results show that reminders of desgthentially translate into
immediate reminders of lifehatitisas car ce and warthpresdrihggKing,as set ”
Hicks, & Abdelkhalik, 2009)Theseresearcherbave found thaby enhancing the value otir
lives— by tapping into the scarcity of our timdeath awareness is heightened jproductive

way thatacts as aimpetus to create more meaning.
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Tverskyand Kahnemafil979 nod in agreement to ihwvaluerelated appraisal of the
scarcityheuristic theirprospect theorg s s e r t s moré ractivatedey the resk of losing
something than the possibility of gaining somethingiofilar value The idea of living life more
fulyi s n’ t a swithoatthébacldrop of death thighlight what we have to lose.
Interestingly, having aspirations or goals in life have been shown in studiestatehe
reference pointve use to determinghetherwe see something as a loss or a gigte howmuch
we'  re willing t o thgnkwemllldéve@am Odcig van deo Mok, w e
Stiggelbout, 2006 Partidpants in this study were less willinghgpotheticallygambk away
years of their lives if thegrticulated goals like wanting to have kids, enjoy retirenwngyen
stay alive tdook after their dogvan Osch, van den Hout, & Stiggelbout, 2006)

Research has shown, quite counterintuitively, that the contemplation abeuntitifean
experience can increase our enjoyment in the present moment (Kurtz, 2008). While prospection
abouthow a positive experience erdsuch as contemplating how we will be described in our
eulogy- has not been shown to increase positive affect in the moment, the motivational and
emotional implications associated with the mental machinations about whetdiad have been
duly noted in weeks after contemplative exercises (Kurtz, 2008).

Studiesdemonstrat¢hat when we are reminded of the passing of time dymantjcularly
meaningful experiences, it elicits the mixed emotion of poignancy, in both younger and older
adults alikg([ErsnefrHershfield, Mikels, Sullivan, & Carstensen, 2008)the stark face of
abbreviated lifespans, terminally ill patients report feeling a poigapreciation of the present
moment and even blessed by the gift of being able to reprioritize their precious time left (Yang,
Staps, & Hijmans, 2010%pignificant experiences in our lives shape our view of the horizon

ahead of us and can shift the itéenporal decisions we make; research demonstrates that young
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people who have experienced the death of a loved one from cancer are apt to makenonger
decisions over short¢erm ones (Liu & Aaker, 2007).

Prospection a feature of human consciousnesa #vokes evaluative representations of
what our futuregouldlook like across a global future horizon (Seligman, Railton, Baumeister,
& Sripada, 2013)al | ows us to heighten our awareness
understanding the boundaries of tiore is keenly related to our decisions about the goals we
pursue, our emotional regulation, and our sense of urgency around our levels of social
connectedness (Carstensen et al., 1999).

Being able to conceptualize ourselves across a broader spectiom @ the hallmark
of what is known as temporal selbntinuity Rutt & Lockenhoff, 2016), and the focus of our
future temporal self leads directly to increased-eeliancement (Seto & Schlegel, 2018). By
looking into our futures over a longer time horiz in our case with memento mori, as far
forward as we can possibly imagi#ee open up options that become available to us over years
and decadeSeligman et al., 2013), enabling a greater variety of choice with the actions we take

todayto lead bettelives up until our final hours.

of
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Socioemotional Selectivity Theory

Lifespan psychologists have confirmidtour attitudes towards death evolve as we age
(Neimeyer, Wittkowski, & Moser, 2004)Vhen we believe that death as a distant evasit
we’' r e wo n tinadurgoutt-ave perfcaive ieas a remote fantasy stripped of all threat
(Bannister & Mair, 1968). Young adults, for example, consistently think of death as an
occurrence outside ofelr own experience (Neimeyer, 1985) amnahply dismissthoughts of
death.Predictably, our perspectives shift as we enter middle and late aduliif@ophysical
experience ofging metaphorically indicates our creep towards death; we view time through the
lens ofhow much we have lefiiven its diminishing naturén the spirit of having something to
look forward to, our fear of death has a tendency to decrease upon reaching our elderly years
perhaps due to a comforting perspechesed on life experiee gainednd a softening towards
death’”s inevitability (Bengtson, Cuellar, & R

Socioemotional selectivity theorZérstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999) asserts that
our perception of time horizons significantly impacts our motivation aatsgeeople with
limited subjective time horizon®Ider adult}tend to favor goals related to meaning and
emotional satisfaction, contrasted with goals of knowledge acquisition and reeeking that
are associated with longer time horizopsungeradults, Carstensen, 2006 arstenseri;ung,
andCharleg(2003)point out thatthe anticipationof anendto life is whatmakedife meaningful

in ouragingyears.
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Construal Level Theory

ConstrualLevel Theory(CLT) ropes in the notion of psychological distantiee
subjective sense we have abowhethersomethings closeor farfrom ourselves in the present
moment(Trope & Liberman, 2000We ' r e mo r ethink abstfactlynabalgvents that we
perceive apsychologically distartwhether they areemporally distan{ tie life expectancy
tables say btill havefourd e ¢ a d e s spatiallyldistang(in 3 fawaylocation) or
hypothetically distant i tuonsl i kel y t hat |I).®eétdils bdcoree fuzdyors ki n c an
absent altogether when we constiargier psychological distanceshereasletails become more
concrete when we perceiegents and possibilities to hasmaller psychological distanse
(Galfin & Watkins, 2002)Most of usconstruethe idea of deatto be bothtemporally and
hypothetically distartleading to arabstract, uncertain way of thinkitigatcan beassociated
with rumination angsychologicabistresgGalfin & Watkins, 2002)Shrinkingthetemporal
and hypothetial distance between our curreetlity of being aliveandour future death- by
actively contemplating how temporary we really-a@a@ables a concrete view i@fality that

ultimatelydecreasg ouranxiety(Trope & Liberman, 2010).
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Motivators and RegretsAbout Life and Death

Mortality Motivation

We ' ve di slyetestiegdn deathaf tone inadeliberatedashion-we can
spark desirgto live life differently: w h e t h wider, de¢@r, sr both.Whatarethe
mechanisrathatinspire us tdake action with our ontological confrontats®We ' Idok at
motivation interms of thedualsystemmodd, action tendenciesnd theepiphanies that can
arise fromdiscontinuous learning@nda drive forselfactualization.

Wong & Tomer (2011) shed light on the tension created bettweekey motivational
orientatiors. theavoidanceand approach systenia.this dualsystem modely e * wired to
defensivelyprotect ourselves bgvoidingdanger, sufferinggndpain We ’ r e a lwish@n wi r e d
approachsystenthatdrives us tactively participate in our livepursuethings that matterand
take the very risks that the avoidance system seeks to shelter udikesayingl love youin
the face opossiblyunrequited loveprp u t t i nngmeonrthe ting foa promotionn the face
of possible rejectiarFacing up to these riskgy balancing both avoidance and approach
motivations igequired for us to flourisfWWong & Tomer, 2011)Wong 013)asserts that a
crucialelement of the approach systeour ability to evaluate aneflect on our livesasking
questions likdi am ilnd itvhe | i f e landiiwhatdlse is out thee foi @y i ng ? 0
which creates the conditions for meaningdke root even whenthepuss t of meani ng i
easyor comfortableThe duality hypothesis at the center of the éyastems modeiontends
that theinterplay between the approach (positive) armdidance (negative) systemsis

prerequisite for optimal outcomes in our lives (Wong,01
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When we face endings, we experiemaixed emotions of poignancy that then elicit
different kinds ofaction tendenciesr behavioral outputs (Lazarus, 1991); learning about
celebrity deaths from cancer, for example, has been shown to prompt study participants to
become more introspectivadlikely to seek information about the causes of their deaths
(Myrick, 2017).

The action tendency of sadness is to avoid others and enter a state of withdrawal, while
the action tendency resulting from happiness is to approach othdrgilthdn thepositivity
(ErsnerHershfield, Mikels, Sullivan, & Carstensen, 2008). Being bored often provides the
impetuswe need to seek out challenge and stimulation, and it also spurs action tendencies that
provide reassurance of a sense of meaning (like engagigaoaial activity after a prolonged
period of time away from friends; van Tilburg & Igou, 2012)

Consciously thinking about death can motivate us to intentionally shift our goal pursuits
(Vail et al. 2012). Upon reflection of death, we are less concevitbaxtrinsic goals that lead
to money, fame and smaller clothing sizes; we become more motivated by intrinsic goals that are
characterized by personal growth, meaningful relationships and being better citizens in our
communities (Kosloff & Greenberg, 29 To be clear, this does differ from our experience of
nonconscious, anxietydden thoughts about deatthey often trigger us to bolster our self
esteem by defaulting to the more superficial extrinsic goal efforts. The difference is whether we
are delberate with our memento mori moments. Singh (2016) believes that the contemplation of
death inspires a philosophical approach to living that embraces simplicity and moderaiien,
downplayingmaterialisticpursuits.

Conscious death awareness can alstvate us to improve our health, so long as we can

connect the dots between the activity actually leading to our longevity (Vail et al. 2012). When
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we actively think of our impermanence, our intentions to eat better and exercise spike (Arndt,
Schimel, & Gldenberg, 2003), smokers feel motivategdnwke lesgArndt et al., 2011), and
we pledge to use more sunscreen (Routledge, Arndt, & Goldenberg, R@@®stingly, the
phenomenon and activity of being intrinsically motivatedetter ourselves typically followed
by feelings of vitality Ryan & Frederick, 1997), a desiraliletcome in our quest feel
maximally alive.

An interesting body of literatudeelps explain the mechanisms of gmphatesthat can
so often occufrom near death experiences or conscious memento mori interve@lmnrsye
doesnodlwaysoccur i n a *“
gradual and linegiHayes, Laurenceau, Feldman, Strauss, & Cardaciotto, 20Qifg the
oppositeis true, asontinuous changeften takes plaeeborn out ofthe nonlinear dynamical
systems theorthatis akin toshaking a snowlobe,wherebythe bits of snowexperiencea
whirlwind of disturbanceandvariability before settling ito a beautifullynewsnowy landscape
(Hayes, Laurenceatreldman, Strauss, & Cardaciot&®07).Much like our discussion on pest
traumatic growth, we often learn, change and devasop resulbf destabilizing andionlinear
occurrenceg¢Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004piscontinuous antransformationathangecan be
prompted in the face afissonance in lifelike afterchronially dissatisfying events that
culminate in what Baumeister (199¢0ined the phraseaf* cr yst al | i za.t”’i on of
Repeateaegative eventsr emotionglike an unhealthy personal relationship or toaspicuous
absencef hobbies ima workfilled life) can set thenotivationalwheels in motion fous tomake
life changegCope, 2013)Learning fromunusualand discret@vents (like memento mori
endeavorsgan be transformational for pseciselybecausé¢he act of reflecting on deathas

nonroutineexperience this kind of reflection actsasjaol t t o our “busi ness

sl ow and sittesadp/a twti enrsn tihsen 'rte

d

a
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living, instigaing a miniaturecrisis thatfprovokes us tguestiorwhat webelieve to be true
(Cope, 2013)Paradigm shifteanchange how we see oursehaderengaging in the highly
valuable act of critical selfeflection- whatMezirow (1990) sees as thmostimpactful kind of
learning experience we can have as adults. By takthgoaienting dilemma (like divorce,
retirementdeath of a spous® an epiphanyn the midst of death reflectiprandcritically
reflecing onwhat itreally means to usve canbenefit from transformate leaning andthen act
on those aih a (Mezirow, 199). Studiess h ow t h a t-h & "a v insomesitjHéldads to
more accuratand qualityfilled solutions to problem@anek & Salvi, 2018)
Koestenbauml@76) positghat one of the main positive consequences of anticipating
death is that it motivates us to find meaning in life, take charge of our lives, and craft a plan for
our lives. We gain new insights from these epiphatfiasthen activate motivation to take
acton. The more we camstigateor engineetheah-ha, lightbulb momentsvith death
awarenesghemorelikely we might beto engage in critical reflection, pursue intrinsic goals,

andactivateour approach systemsaardsliving life more fully.
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Self-Realization Theories

Some of thenost wellrepectednames in psychology have provided fodder since the
1950s for sethelpers to reach their potential; generations of the motivated and inspired have
aspired to reach t he 1 selpactealizatidnpyramdabecorMrgs | ow’ s
“everything that one i s c ap8d.hlskas rmany pbtengab mi ng”
seekers have tried to get to know and | ive up
concept about our desirertealize the best versions of our actualized selves. We have natural
tendencies to want to become the best we can be. Maslow (1968) characterized the self
actualized person in part as free from the distortions that fear of death dispenses, and Rogers
(1980)saw the fully functioning person as open to experiences with-deaém conceiving of
death as an interesting experience. With the advent of the human potential movement, death was
deemed an opportunity to actualize our potential.

Self-actualization, amording to the research labs, consistently protects people from death
anxiety (Lavoie & de Vries, 2004). Baumeister (1987) wisely noted that unfulfillment of our
potential has the potential to lead to riifd crises.

Of particular note hereisthatofMa® w’ s per sonal br usdatawi t h d
heart attack in 1957; he wrote of his experience:

The confrontation with deatand the reprieve from-tmakes everything look so

precious, so sacred, so beautiful, that | feel more strongly than evenghlse to love it,

to embrace it, and to let myself be overwhelmed by it. My river never looked so

beautiful... Death and its evpresent posbility makes love, passionate love, more

possible. | wonder if we could love passionately, if ecstasy wmiloossible at all, if we

knew we'd never die (May, 1969, p.99).
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Regrets
AA man is not old until TdohmgBarym@e t ake t he
ATwenty years from now you will be more disap

the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade
winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover. Mark Twain

AOfl la sad words of mouth or pen, 7T JohneGresnteafd e st
Whittier

Regretsmuch | i ke de at lbokingdooavosicam maotigate wsetd chamge
our behavior and better the circumstances of our lives (Reb, 20GB)e®as the negative
emotion born from our awarenesswdiat could have beenf we’ d only made a

decision with the benefit of 20/20 hindsight (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995), Mark Twain was spot

~

C

di

on that we’re more | ik edtlyanthethingseng dice(and justveisht hi n g

we did better). Regrets based on inactions (like not taking that big job in London, or letting your
secret high school flame become the one that got away) tend to haunt us, mostly because these
paths nottakenreprs ent gaps i n our actual selves and
(the versions of us that makes hopes and dreams and goals come true; Davidai & Gilovich,
2018).

We value regret substantially more than any of the negative emotions, perhapsebeca
we innately grasp its functional value to help steer our decisBaff¢y, Summerville, &
Roese, 2008). This insight offers tremendous potential for how we opt to shape owtdyes.
(2012) wisely points out that death forces us to be careful; we risk getting to our end of days and

facing the stark realization that we spent our time pursuingithieg thingsjnstead of the goals

W |

that might have given us a shot at even moreGoy.v en t hat | i f easeresof t | on.

revisionsordoovers we’' re best served to identify our

n
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deathinspired urgency to take action on them (Kagan, 2012). This perspective is reminiscent of
Par ki baswewe unsannily drag the time it takes to complete tasks out to fit the amount of
time we have availabler the tasBryan & Locke, 1967).

Ol der adults, according to Erikson’s stage
of wisdom, feelings of fifillment, and a sense of contentment in the eighth and digal
integrity versus despastage Erikson (1982) believed that despair was inevitable for those
guilty about the past, | ooking back wyth the
had set forth or dreamed about. Conversely, ego integrity (and maturity) is achieved for those
with the convi ct veswel (Whng,1989)dpon réflecend batkine life | i
reviewexercisea structured remi nirsrcatnicvee oaandnlkedow @ree’
contribute to meaning (Haber, 2066hany feel a sense of hopelessness linked to their
disappointment in what they perceive as a life poorly livear(, Cory & Meagher, 2013).
Hospice patients in a study by Neimeyer, Currier, Coleman, TandS§amuel (2011) were
often consumed by missed opportunities and perceived shortcomings, with little or no time to
rectify the missteps on their nei@rm deathbeds.

DeGenova (1995) gavEhe Life Revision Indexa questionnaire designed to ascertain
how retired people would spend their time if they had the chance to live their lives over again
and learned that more than half of the study participants would have spéntrorectime
pursuing their education, in family activities, doing things they enjoyed, traveling, and taking
good physical care of their bodi€®dver5 0 per cent of the respondent s

time worrying about work if they hadchance to liveaheir lives over agaifDeGenova, 1995).

Similar studies that dig into what collegend middleaged adults regret (versus retired adults)



MEMENTO MORI 61

reveal that romantic regrets top the charts, with family relationship regrets taking second place
(Morrison & Roese2011).

When asked if readers of her massively popular boop,Five Regrets of the Dying
(2012), changed their behaviors after | earnin
War e r e s p onany pedplethdwve dontactéd me to say thabdlo& has given them both
courage and permission to truly be their selyv
2014). Indeed, the number one regret she cited in the palliative care patients she treated was that
they wished they had the courage to live lives they wanted for themselves, not the lives
others wanted for thefwWare, 2012)Leading an authentic life is woven into the doctrines of
existential literature specifically the work of Heidegger (1962) who elddlthe virtues of the
authentic mde of living where we honor our true nature and take responsibility for living with
integrity towards ourselvekiving in grave misalignmenwith ourtrue selvea ppar ent | y i sn
living at all.

An unflinching awareness of deathn subtly shift usto a more vital state of being, or
even change the trajectory of our lives. Consider the story of how the Nobel Prizes came to be:

Al fred Nobel was horrified upon +motgudtbaetausehi s b
of hi s si blutibecgusesthe peavspapermagidentally published their draft for the

wrong brother. Al fred essentially read his ow
of Death is Dead” headlined the newspahaer, gi
made him less popular in some circles. Seeing his death and reputation unfold before him, and

not liking what he saw, spurred Alfred to leave his deathly fortunes to the improvement of

humanity (Benjamin, 2003RAlfred Nobel dodged a bullet of regriey a forced mortality
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salience; our aim is to reflect on our lives and nthlkeebest choices without having to read

obituaries written about us in error.
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Positive Psychologydés Role in Using Death

Whatdowe knowos f ar ? We 6 r e avoid thigklng abaut the dact that e ,

w e Oall going to die, smart people have constructed theories about whyove 6 t  thirk, n t

we

o

talkorreadabout the fact t h aurlivesbavehepotgntal tobg riddled di e,

with regret What to dom the face of this seemigglire situatior? What follows is asuggested
approach forthe rolepositive psychologglays,to sparklife back into usvhere we feel we
might have flatlinedCan the contemplation of deathrough the lens of positive psychology,

help us fall in love with life?

Living the Good Life

nTel | me, what is it you plan

with your one wiiMbay@lwved preci ous

Positive psychologis the scientific study 6f wh at makes | i fe most

(Seligman, 1999, p. 562)his tectonieshifting philosophyaltered thdoundations that the field
of psychologywasbuilt on whenSeligman, as thepresident of théAmerican Psychological
Association articulatechis revolutionaryvision of howhisfield couldreturn to theimissionof
helpngma k e p e o p | e Inafield that eriginally sdughetdo just that improve the
quality ofp e o plives-traditional psychology hastrayed from its original mandatdired in
themidst of a disease model thaascenterecaroundmental ilinessthe field wagrimarily
focusedon assessing anatldressinguffering diseaseand damagat the expense alverlooking
the possibilities of human potent{@eligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014)

Shifting from thelegacyscienceof psychologyto the science athe good life positive

psychologyfavorsthe conditions and actions that leadto thriving, rather thamimerely

W o
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surviving.Positive psychology is characterized by the study of character strengths and virtues,
deeply held values, traevelopment and indulgence in onterests, talents and passions to
accomplish things we find to be worthwhile, positive interpersonal relation@Pépsrson &
Seligman, 2004), and our capacity to love and find meaning irfPlifeitivepsychologyprovides
anappreciative perspective aur potentiabndcapacitiegSheldon & King, 2001)zeroingin
onsubjective experiencdike life satisfactiorand weltbeing

Well-being is the multdimensional construct that valiantly attempts to give structure to
what makes life worth living. Just as beauty is in the eye of the beholdeheim is defined,
measured and lived up to by our individual tastes and preferewbésh lends reason to why
there is no one, unifying model that can be agreed upon by the brilliant minds within the field of
positive psychology and beyond. Even Cayff, creator of one of the most waklspected
well-being models in the hallowed hatiEpositive psychology, highlights the challenge of
defining and assessing the structure of Wweihg (Ryff & Keyes, 1995), Ed Diener agrees that
subjective welbeing is not a unitary concept (Diener et al., 2017),%md and Johnson (1978)
wisely noethatwelb ei ng can be thought of as a varied ¢
chosen criteriaWhile we have consensus that have no consenswéen it comes to a
collective way to conceive of welleing,there are a myriad @mpirically backedvell-being
models thatreate helpful pathwayend inspiratiortowards livinglife to its fullest

Prilleltensky €016) FCOPPE framework of interpersonal, communal, occupational,
physical, psychological and economic domaiffer wide-rangingcategories to asseand
enhanceurlivesRy f f ' s (1989) mbding model emphaszesik-n a | we |l |
acceptance, pdsie relations environmentamastery(feeling in charge of the situations we find

ourselves in)personal growthautonomy(feeling and actingndependery despite social
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pressuresandpurpose in lifeThe Comprehensive Inventory of Thrivingade(Su, Tay&
Diene, 2014)measures yet another approachaa we can positiveljunction- looking at our
relationshipsengagement, mastegytonomy meaning, optimismand subjective welbeing.

Di ener’ s (19 8 4Bgingmodehuinedthe importanee bifippiness, life
satisfactionand positive affecMuch of what has been defined about positive psychology thus
far i s encaps u20al)PERMAIModelSferelbeqanamchireludés positive
emotionsengagementgelationships, meaningndaccomplishmentslust as experts advocate
the application of @ersonactivity fitassessment when defining what positive interventions
might be most effectivi introduce in our live§Schueller, 2013) meaning that we all have
individual preferenceand context$or theactivities that will boost our sense of wbking- we

are alsable to draw from theemodelsto suit ourindividual and situational needs as they
evolve over time (since welleing areas of emphasis do change over the lifespan; Hyde, Maher,
& Elavsky, 2016) After contemplating death, for example, we might choodeato on different
aspectof thewell-beingconstructsncluded in the aforementionedodels like expanding our
positive emotionsglludingto the widthof our lives) and deepenirayur sense afneaning
(referringto the depttof our lives.

Engagemenis a foundational construct within the field of positive psychology and is
highlightedwithin manywell-being modelsknown as thestate of psychological absorption
when we’'re Iimmersed in highly e/lonwhgsiimmgnsact i vi
implications towards living meaningfullych livesin the midst of death awareness that we will
continue tadiscuss at lengtim upcoming sectiondn the spirit ofliving an engagetife to a

version of its fullest, positvp sy chol ogy i s “the study of what

frittering |ife away” (Peterson, 2006, p . 18)
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Optimism theability to see our futures as brigdmd hopefu(Reivich & Shatte, 2003),
alsoplays a central role ipositive psychology s i tintliveng thesgood life According to
Seligman(1990),we are optimistidf we descrile bad eventas externalfleeting and specific
while crediting good events ggersonal, permanent and pervasi@gtimismcan motivate us to
improveour situations in lifeandis a key aspect of resilieneeur ability to navigate adversity
and to grow in the face of challeng@&ivich & Shatte, 2003 osessing aoptimistic
explanatory stylevith resilience is valuablduring deattreflection so ago notice and expect
the positiveaspect®f life, focus on what we can contrand take purposeful actigReterson &
Chang, 2008

More than just interested in the individuabsitive psychology also seeks to enable
workplaces anghstitutionsto become places for people to do their best wamkfor societies

to flourish with civic commitmen{Seligman, 1999).
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The Positi v 2.00Pespectiveol hfusignyoftie Dark Side

Earthquakes, bankruptcies, gutenching heartbreak;OVID-19, fender bendersjust
as no one gets out of life alive, no one escapesiiseathedby the negativeevents and
emotions- big and sma# that arepart of the human experience.

Some academicsot quite contenvi t h t he ori ginal cannon of
decidedly positive emphastset forth to creata more dialecticahppreciation of thgositive
andnegative phenomenon in lifes{zan, Lomas, Hefferon, & Worth, 2013)ubbing thé&
nuance approactt h gecondvave” of posi ta“\2everpiewithlatwidt,thigy , or
stemoff-the-branch ofstudyinto well-beingappears welkuited tothe contemplationf deah.

One oulddebate that @sitive psychology 1 . 0 " darbosndor thedark side of life-
especially when the father of the field advises wapfareciate the role of pessimism in his book
about optimisnm(Seligman, 1990 A judicious application opessimismcontendsSeligman
(1990) enables us to appreciate reality more accuratgdpeciallyaluable in contrast to
unwaveringmoments obptimism thattan cause us to distort the reality of a situation.

Rather counterintuitive in a world that favors comfort, conver@eand sheer and utter
pleasure is the idea that humamsuallydeteriorate without challenges and adversity placed on
our bodies and mind&.kianoff & Haidt, 2018).The hedonic pursuit of happiness,
characterized by the maximization of positeraotions and the minimization of the negative
ones (Peterson, 2006) is a wetbrn path for most of us: dial the pleasure up, turn the
displeasure switch afEmbracingchallengean our livesmayultimately lead to positivity. If our
goal is to lead floushing lives, an acceptanea radical welcoming, everof the negative side

of life mayhelppave the way.
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Barbara Fredrickson (2009) nodsajopropriate negativityas a key ingredient in lives
worth living. She makes an apt distinction between the negatihotions worth entertaining
(anger, conflict and guilt) and the ones wadiminishing(shame, disgust and contempt).
Fredrickson (2009) further asserts that appropriate negativity grounds us in afijtadity
reality, in a healthy counterbalance tuite-filled positivity which positions us to flourish.

“

Furthering his admoni shment for the what
our currentsociety, Jonathan Haidt (2006) introducesatieersity hypothesishat we reach our
peak levels of flillment and development because-oibt just in spite 6f the setbacks, failures
and traumas that the cards of life dealAibenefit ofadversityis that ithelps orient us to a more
preserdfilled mindset, with clarified prioritiegHaidt, 2006) Life goals often change in the
aftermath of trauma, when various happiness tragpsh(agnoney choice andconspicuous
consumption) carry less weight (Haidt, 200B)e ways in which we struggle duriagverse
circumstancesan lead to th aforementionedxperience of psttraumatic growthwhere we
encountergrowth anddevelopment that surpassas pre-crisis state(Tedeschi & Calhoun,
2004) The fact that 36- 70 percent oindividuals who undergo a traumatic event emerge with
positive change is a testament to plogver ofadversity(Linley & Josep, 2004).

Peterson (2006) articulately defends posit
plays in a weHllived life—.that t he fi el d of study doesn’t stic
sunny, happy beachdsis veritable laundry list of what ultimately turns frowns upside down is
compelling: moments of crisis call upon and refine our character strengths, optimsitsdoe
best work in the face of failure, the experience of flow is contingent on overcoming challenge to

achieve things that matter, and relationships stand the test of time if partners participate in

healthy problem solving.
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Indeed positive psychologyn its most holistidefinition, includes thebittersweet
moments, sufferingegrets, anécknowledges thahegood lifehas both brighttnddark sides
(King, 2001) with meaningfulcompkementaritypbetweerboth sides(Lomas,2016) Positive
psychology aims for a comprehensive and balanced understanding of the human eondition
inclusive of the good days, bad days, and all the days in bet@emimanced grasp of our
happinesandour suffering (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2@85grson and Seligman
(2004) also go so far as to suggest that crisis has a role to play as a crucible for the best parts
within us, and academPaul Bloom(personal coomunication Decembefi7, 2019)
provocativelyobserveour alltoo-human desires timtentionallyseek out pain and suffering
(like training for marathons day joining the army), in paradoxical attempts to make meaning in
our lives.

So how, more specifically, can positive psychology help us leverage death to help bring
us backtdull lif e, bef ore we’'re six feet underground?
uniquely poised to exploravith the heft of all its theory and practiethis traditionally taboo
topic. It appears that the wdilved life is reached in part because of the paigrcontrast that
exists between the highs and the lewrse troubles, setbacks and even traumas that life presents.
We don’t need t o eesgndogairaccesso welltbaing,dw adophing the f
perspective thaadversityis required for a full, rich life of meaning, can motivate ugeftect on
deathin a way that lets us tune into the upside of the dark $hie memento mordiscussion is
about more thaffixing” our deathrelatedanxietesandgrievingwith slightly less sorrow
We re pushing beyond a tofgieethe pramisé aleathpermisseontb ound ar

catapult us into something so much better
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An existential paradox is born from canareness of mortality; we simultaneously want
to play it safe and avoid risks while reaching out and experiencing more that life has to offer
(Rei vich & Sh atghedinyeRaBdnlo)ivated\Wdevant morer Rogitive
psychology with an existeti twist encourages us to courageously confront death to live with
more meaning and vitality (Wong, 208@) 0 not accept an absence

relationship to our lives, but to work for the greater cause of living both wider and deeper.

of
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A Brief but Important Clarification of W hat This Memento Mori Discussionls n 0 t

Let us regroup on the purposetlit encouragement to reflect on death with positive
psychology as a springboaspecifically by highlightingand debunkinghe assumptions thate
easy to makevithin sucha sensitive topic.

While undenialy finding thelighter sideof the topic, hisdiscussion s n’ t meant t o
dismiss themyriad of emotionshat canarisewith a view towardsleath This melancholic
embrace osuch a confounding subject is paradoxically designed to culighative emotions
and use them to our advantage as we bwitgier versions of our liveshe act ofprospecting
ourselveg/ears into the futur envisionthe pogive and negative aspectswhat might be in
store(Seligman et al., 2013hay remind us to act in ways thHsnefit usnow and nto the
future-like rekindingf r i ends hi ps weby talengkttertcaredlofaurrbodles

Many of usrightfully dismiss thecliché iwhatwould you do if you had a week left to
| i vauéstiorbecause weknowt ' s unr e al todaythatresenoblegshiavte wee 'Idi f e
really doin that fantasyweek. Quitting our jobswith the help of several choice words directed at
the boss, draining the bank accotaoitly to far-flung places at the front of the planeone of
that is what this is all abou&rasping the scarcity of our days is intended to trigger something
productiwe, thoughtfuland generative in our lives, nikggerus toabandorall reason We can
usememento morexerciss to sharperour awareness avhat we wantind need to live bigger
lives now, to coursecorrect life plans that might be paving their wawards future regrets

This discussion is also not meant to sound like an admonishment for living lives that
seem ostensibly.vanilla. Some of wus prefer vanilla ice cre
scoops of rocky r oad, .Taamehcodrdyenertlsere s ¢orivie Bfecetvdny a c

more vitally and on purposeelative to our own needs and preferences. After contemplating the
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diminishing time we have left, we might be inspired to have even more vanilla ice cream because
it brings us suckimple pleasure. We might feel inspired to become healthier versions of
ourselves and consequently have less ice cream. Or we might be inspired to take our-good old
fashioned vanilla and put a cherry on top.

And si nce wsoondbbutvitakty—buawidh tofeefvery much alivén the
shadow ofnevitabledeath-wew o nbé talking aboutiundatingourselves withntense
stimulation in an effort to remediie blandness of bedom, for exampléEastwood, Cavaliere,
Fahlman, & Eastwood,d®7). Making subtle tweaks to experience more of our lives might be
more sustainablthan agaging inextreme thrill-seekingoehavior(like taking rock climbing
lessons instead obck climbing without a ropePressure aboundstol i ve f uf meso” i t s
for most of ushiose words emblazoned on magslacrosssocial medideelslesslike
encouragmentand more likea lecture lhatpotentiallyendsin judgmen. This memento mori
conversation is meant tospireeven the smallestf tweaks taappreciate andet more out of
ourlivesnotmake us f eel i Letws’' rceo rdisdussierabgut whate n @

we coulddo, not what weshoulddo. Life is the possibility of more possibility
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The fAAstonishingly Aliveo Model

Theintention ofthismemento morendeavor can best besualized through proposed
model(see Figuré below)that illustrates the relationship between the width and depth of our
lives, and the benefits gimultaneouslexpanding and deepenibgth aspectsThe metaphoric
width is expressed along a continuum that refers to our degree of \(tiadifyositive sense of
aliveness and energegathusiasnwith whichwe approach lifeRyan & Frederick, 199%)
inclusive ofour activities, interests and experientdes we initiatewith zest The metaphoric
depthis expressed @be degreea which we find meaning in our lif@ foundational spect of
well-being Seligman, 2012)how we choose to cultivate purpose aedsorfor the life we are
living. Deathcan be the animating condition that motivates us to live both wider with vitality and
deeper with meaninyVe will discusgheseconceps at lengthin thesections taome.

Figure 6
Thei Ast oni shiMadgll y Al i veo

MEANING/
DEPTH
MEANINGFULLY ASTONISHINGLY
BORED ALIVE
So much meaning... Life’s getting lived around here...
woefully little jote de vivre with width and depth
VITALITY/
WIDTH
THE VITALLY
DEAD ZONE EMPTY
There’s a pulse... So much pleasure...

but it’s faint with emply experiences
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Living Life to Its WIDEST : When We Find Ourselves Yearningor More

Al don't want to get to the end of my I|ife an

have | ived thei WanelAckermanf it as well . 0

We'  re in the midst of an un pfhwenarelahgevity ed dem
that tells an inspiring tale on one hand and a cautionary tale on the other. As a humareace w

living longer than at any time in historgtfulik & Vollmer, 2013) ourmaximum life spans have

been maxi ng out incrementally f dkS.mehae | ast
lasting until 76.2 on average, with women edging them out by five years to an average age of
81.2 (Xu, Murphy, Kochanek, & Arias, 2020Despite this accomplishment of extending the
guantityof our years, an improbable irohgs been documentednsidering theuality of our
year s. Weanched antd ¢cravieg more hours in the dda(mer mes h & Lee, 200C(
spending more time at wodad fewer hours at play (Peterson, 2006), and 52 percent of us are
leaving unused vacation days on the table each year (U.S. Travel Association, 28p&e D
extraordinary advancements in life expectancy, are we commensgtelydingour
experiencesf actually being alive?
People ardiving longer than evehutwhatdoesit mean td‘live wider’? | propose that
the width of our livexould becharacterized bthe volume and quality of the experienees
actively participate inwith the heightened sense of alivenksewn asvitality (Huta & Ryan,
2010)and zestkastenbaunra d vi ses us to “ | H we kfiangt canr d sled & v e
356), emphasizing an adlut approach to life that makes up for its finitude with intensity, passion

andurgency. Wi | e we dlivelristagramable ivest aoe wetaving off thanevitable

boredomand living life in vivid color?
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Vitality: Maximal Alivenessand Living Like We Mean It

“People say that what we’'re all seeking is a

really seeki ng. seekinglsiamekperietca df bewwdadive, sontteat our dife
experiences on the purely physical plane will have resonances with our own innermost being and

reality, so that we actually feel the
—Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth
Similar to howthe traditional field of psychologgppraisedvell-beingassimply the

absence of illness, and positive psycholagyanced the notioof well-beingwith its clarion
call to seek out and | i ve t heastheabsenckoffleath, bei n

etherJ ust because we’'re al i wasanyione ofli®carsattésttafteme an \

aseresofhhum weeks of work that pass us by, gnav
(de Botton & Armstrong, 2013, p. 83)e can be alive but lacking in vitality and meaning to the
point that we are anything but flourishing; we canrerelysurvivingand everfloundering.lt
might be helpful to think of ourselves a spectrum at any given moment from beiriigtle bit
alive toa lotalive, with varying degrees of vitalityn an effort tosculptlives most worth living
lives void of as many regrets psssiblew e  a engagihgtin memento magkplomations of
mortality to simply settlefor what feels mundan®ositive psychology is interestedwhat is
possible beyondurvivd (Seligman &Csikszentmihalyi, 2014)f we’ r e usi ng death
back to Ife ,  loak tinto what it means to lestonishinglyalive We * | | r evandthe vi t al |
avoidance of boredom through novediy thebackdrop foithe ways we can widen our lives.
Vitality is defined as a positive sense of aliveness, with a high degezghaisiasm and
spirit, including both somati¢of the body)and psychological facto(ef the mind;Ryan &
Frederick, 1997)T hi s subj ecti vely av ahedltadidpiet(Rgan& r gy, kn

Frederick, 1997)is seen as an essential aspect of our overalitveatig (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

Studies have shown that subjective vitality mediates subjective happiness through life
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satisfaction; as life satisfaction goes-wpth the help of subjective vitalityit actsas the tide
that also lifts the boats of subjective happiness (Uysal, Satici, Satici, & Akin, 2014.)

Subijective vitality is associated with high sefiteem, agency and growtRy@an &
Frederick, 1997)People with high degrees of subjective vitality amoahighly seHactualized
(Greenglass, 2006Ryan and Frederick (1997) believe that the conditions necessary for self
actualization to take plaea greater internal locus of control (known as a belief that we have
control over events and actionsandtha& t her ef ore feel | ike a sour
happens in our lives), and autonomy are quite literally energized by high vitality. Deci and Ryan
(1991) alssubmitthat having a robust level of subjective vitality enables aspects of their self
deternination theory €ncompassing our need fmsmpetence, autonomy and relatedness) to
come to life. Pursuing autonomous activities that are motivated from within appears to be a
recipe for boosting vitalityRyan & Deci, 2008).

Living vitality-infused livesstraddles both the hedonic and eudaimonic philosophies of
well-being- perspectives that help guide our approaches of what it takes to flourish and live lives
worth I|iving. Ryan, Hut a, & Deci’s (2008) hed
pleasue, positive emotion, comfort, and the absence of negative emetifmying a beach
vacationprovides an apt example. Living wider lives full of vitality and novelty certainly hits the
high notes of a pleasurable life.

The eudaimonic approach to wéking includesaninterest in meaning, purposad the
development of strengths for a greater gf®eterson, 2006While hedonic pleasures have been
found to be both correlates to and outcomes of living eudaimonic lives (Ryan et al., 2008),
eudaimonia takes into account the content and processes involved in living our best lives

inclusive of the intrinsic values and motivations that matter t&elbdetermination theory
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helpfully differentiates the motives behind what we do as eithen&ntror extrinsi¢Kasser &
Ryan, 199§ given our needw feel competent, able to act autonomoushd to relate to others,
our hedonicdesire toenjoy agourmet mealfor examplemightarise froman intrinsic
motivation to experienceraeaningful time with a friendvhich would enhance eudaimonic
well-being Huta and Ryan (2010) found across four studies that hedonic and eudaimonic
pursuits were equally associated with the heightened feeling of vitality and aliie@e#iesting
on deah just might help ignite the selfetermining aspects that lead to increased vitality

Peterson and Seligman (200d¢ludedzest characterized by a resounding interest in
and experience of vitalityas one oR4 character strengths in their VIA invenyaof strengths.
Embarkng uponlife wholeheartedlwith anticipation and excitemeras though it was an
adventurel{ashdan et al2017) zestepitomizes what it feels to be alivé habitual approach to
life with zesty enthusiasm and energy predicts overall life satisfaction, work satisfaction, and the
belief that work is a calling (Peterson, Park, Hall, & Seligman, 2009)-filegtindividuals are
more likely to believe their les are meaningful (Peterson, Ruch, Beerman, Park, & Seligman,
2007). When we’ ' wetapernyt i moglei swehirgh more produ
and with more persistence (Ryan & Deci, 2008), and being actively engaged in our lives through
actvities we personally value is synonymous with waging (Cantor & Sanderson, 2000).
Employeeswith high vitality generate more creative thoughts emdltribute more create
solutions to problem@ark & Carmeli, 2009)Building zest and vitality can be de through
interventions that promote gratitude and savoring (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Petersqgn, 2005)
which will be elaborated upon iour meaning discussion

Vitality and zeshave also been described psychologicaknergy(a resource we can

harness fovaluable actionRyan & Deci, 2008 vigor (theinterconnected feelings abgnitive
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liveliness, emotional energy and physical strengtiifom, 2007)engagemerithe potent

cocktail ofvigor, dedication andbsorptionSpreitzerfFu Lam, & Fritz,2010, exuberance
(joy’”s mor e @&amison,@@4}hricing ¢the mariiageade in heaveaf vitality

and learningSpreitzer, Sutcliffe, DuttorGonenshein, & Grant, 2008hdpassion & survival
mechansm hatkees us interested in life; Levoy014) East Asians refer ta vital force or

spirit asch @Chang, Chen, Chung & Holt, 201@ndthe Ja@nesenod toki asthe* s ens e of
vital potencyada | i v eanda“s €+ v or dKumaga 1988, g1i6y ”

While there are no shortagef ways to describe thionstructof feeling alive,Seligman

etal. (2006hi ghl i ghted the need for a “rigorous psy

169) in light of the integral role that zest plagcreating lives worth livingCultivating the
strength of zesthoused within a family o¥’ 1A character strengths anittues calleccourage-
helps us to approach our mortality with the energy and bravery required to connect to the
versionsofout i ves t hat are great er tHetarson & $ebgmann e’ s
2004).Memento mori interventions can help put our psychological energy and sense of aliveness
in perspective, which just might trigger choices to live with more exubeeartia.

Our willingness to fully participate in our lives, in rich and meaningful ways, tends to
relegate the fear of death to the background (Wong & Tomer, ZD4i$)researcthas
demonstrated thatyldialing up the vitality, wappear tdenefit from a dialinglown of anxiety.
A positive correlation exists between our fear of death and our sense that our lives are unlived,;
the more we fail to live our lives, the more profound our death anxiety becomes (Yalom, 1980).
Spun more positively, the more we dive in &imd our lives with gusto, the less we will

experience anxiety about death.

W
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Habits: The Blunting of Our Aliveness

ASome people die at 2 5Beaamdn Famklenndt buri ed

For many of us, happiness can be found by engaging in habits and routines that are just
that- habitual, routinized, predictable, and nestled in that comfort zone that feels right for a
while.unt i | iManyodfusesperenceparadoxof happinesshattugsupon our
simultaneous desire for conti@leintzelmant King, 2019 and our need for newness and the
unexpectedSome of us havasense that our comfort zagweallya r eatl that comfortable
anymore anywaywhile for othersour liveshave issuednoreformal SOS ca#i-riddled with the
anxiety thabften accompanigsoredom(Csikszentmihalyi, 2008)to break out of our ret
Regardlessovh et h er wentlywedgel ebeldly alerted byooredomwe oftenfeel
stuk in thedull, monotonousersionshat our lives have slipped intGharacterized by
guestions likefi i s t h i s?0 andithedetpseatededmittasicehatfil could be playing this
game of lifeso muctbetterowe know wh e n tthe@roverbial switdh ef#e,@mnda
often lack theamomentunto turn the switch back oit sometimes seems as though our fear of
death is rivaled only by our fear of living.

All too often we succumb tdoing the same thing day after day and week afésk in
pseudesatisiing trances that we sometimes confusetsdpful habits. Many of uswonder,
“Wher e di d Aprihgeo o nitehc aodse we’ ve sl ipped into
that felt comforting at firsta routine that let us control thbaos with a schedule that got us up
each morning at the same time, eating the same cereal, taking the same routedtc. Wank,
routines that initially felt comfortingstarted tadull our senses and rais of the joyshatnovelty

peovides

t
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Habits according tAristotle, are the soul amortality, while other thinkersver time
(like Proust Kant and Spino2ehavecondemmedthemfor providing a false sense of security,
dulling our senses and essentialgadeimng our ability toexperience life as though we were
actuallyalive (Carlisle, 2014)How does habitross the lindrom beinga positive forcehat
brings order taur livessomething s@otentially negative Thedouble law of habiintroduced
by the French philosopher Ravaisswips us understand tiherent tension between active
and passiveoutines; active habitsefer tothe orderly motiors and good judgements made as a
result ofritualized activity while passive habitarethe sometimes unfortunatide effects of the
very efficiencies gainedfom being activethe numbing obur sensationghe familiarity that
breeds contemGrosz, 201R

We can be deliberate about designing our lives in ways that account faltéhisting
tensionof yawning comfort vsa healthy joie de vivre (zest for lifeTheexplomation ofboredom

andits antidote ohoveltycan bepaths towards vitality.
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Boredom: The Further Blunting of Our Aliveness
AThe average man does not know what to do wit
f or e v Anatol®France

One way tadiscovervitality is to understandvhat it is notBoredom is a common
emotion described as feeling simultaneously restless and unchallenged in the midst of a situation
that serves no purposeafr Tilburg & Igou, 2012)Boredom is not just dullness with
indifference, however; the restlessness is irrigatind the lack of interest is nagging. Even more
damning, some label boredom to be the emotional manifestation of a lack of meaning (Barbalet,
1999).

Boredom has been speculated to be a disruption to our intrinsic motivation process; when

we ' r e fldustér with tife, theaegpectation from a wélined motivational system would
be a healthy signal to introduce arousal through pursuit of intrinsic rew&eissinger,
Caldwell, & Bandalos, 1992T.hose with diminished intrinsic needs for sedterminaibn and
competence are less able to figure out what actions might actually satisfy their needs and remedy
their boredom (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Reflecting on our mortality can help us tune into our
intrinsic needs, disrupting oamundaneoutines and heightarg our selfdetermined desires.
The ways we spend our time can to lead to the optimal experience knflouv,dlse
immersed psychological state associated with highly engaging activities (Csikszentmihalyi,

1990} echoing the element of engagementfound Sel i gman’s (201414) PERM

being. Entering the flow zone sweet spot i s
perceived challenges and perceived capacities, yet we spend a bulk of our free time in passive
experiences that waste the oppinity to employ our skills and create the flile experiences

that deliver a sense of satisfaction and control (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Only 16% of Americans
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surveyed reported being swept up in intenselike experiences daily, while 42% admitted
they rarely or never lose track of time while being engaged in an intensely involved activity
(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). An applicatiortled character strength oést
characterized bits energy that is both vigorous and in control (Pete&&eligman, 2004), is
useful in creating the right balance between challenge and skill in our fremtstave off
boredom Consciously activating temporal scarcity by considering our mortality might tune us
into activities thatreateflow-like statesremedying thelilemma of boredom.

We can have full schedules and routines that keepawing, but still feemired in
monotony We can be bsy being boredl8 to 50% of us report feeling bored quite often (Klapp
1986) and 71% of respondents in a market research study done by Yankelovich Partners
admitted they yearned for more novelty in life (Kuntz, 2000).

If we find ourselves plagued by the thought thattboe r p e o p | aeswelyBared ur d avy
exciting than ouown, that others are suralping life better than we aré& might signal a desire
torumple up our routineAnni e Dill ard (2013) famously said
of course, how we spend our | iectorsofhofrspand 32) . O
minutesandvh at we do or Wehaw & mytiad ofways to feel ddie our

one and only lies using novelty to our advantage
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Novelty

AThe only difference bet weeniHlenGlasgowand a gr

Novelty isthebasic psychological neede havet 0 ex per i en c grayfrone wnes s”
the wellworn patls of routine. Novelty existsacross all cultures artkvelopmental stages;i&
seen as defining ingredient ointrinsic motivation|t acts as an antecedemd a booster shiad
motivation,it increases welbeingandit helps udunction at our optimal be¢GonzalezCutre
Sicilia, Sierra, Ferriz, & Hagger, 2016nterestingly, the need for novelty has been proposed as
a candidate for inclusion as a tenet of-slelffermination theor{GonzalezCutre et al., 2016),
which as previously mentioned includes #spect®f autcmmomy, competence and relatedness
(Deci and Ryan (1991

Noveltyis relatedto theconstructs ofnterest curiosity, perceived varietyand sensation
seeking(GonzéalezCutre et al., 2016)nterestis thefleetingemotion that motivates us to
exploreandlemronce we'’' ve e x pwedosednterest anchove om tomewe d
novelexploration thahasthe right balance dfeingcomplex and comprehensil{8ilvia, 2008)
Fredrickson2013)highlights thatan indulgence in the positive emotioniterestmotivates us
to exploreand learnultimately expandinghe resource of knowledge in Haoaderandbuild
theory This theorysuggests thgiositive emotiondike interestoroaden our awaress,
encourage novelerspective and actions, arttienbuild enduring beneficial resources
(Fredrickson, 2013)Curiosity, by slight comparisonrgfers tathe positive emotional
motivationalphenomenon thdortuitously zeroes us in on novepportunitiego sparkinterest
in the first placKashdan, Rose, & Fincham, 2Q0&erceived varietys thepositive stimulation

we experiencéhroughunexpected, surprisingndvaried eventslike havinga smorgasbord of
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options to keep usngagedGonzalezCutre et al.2016) and sensation seekimnghich nvolves
aneedf or sti mul ati on t h-asometneskaadmpaniedby e&willmgnesata d n o
take social ophysical riskgArnett, 1994).

Ashumansve ' r e tcompebet ®© puysueew experienceshallenge ourselves in
new wayspontificatepossible meaningandexplorenewideas people andplaces Many of
thenovelexperienceshat we seek outomplement our aspirations for sektermination
(GonzalezCutre et al., 2016)The more willing we are to adopt a curious, novskygking
mindset, the likelier we are to flourish and thrive (Kashdan & Sylvia, 2@®)Idon and
Lyubomirsky (2012) have advised legions of positive psychology practitioners that amety
reduce the risk of hedonic adaptation. When w

alivenessit appears as though artsistent, slow drip afioveltycanhelp bring us back to life
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Living Life to Its DEEPEST: Making Meaning out of Memento Mori

We v e d i tkatlivirgg svidedmeansve pleasurably and comfortaldyjoythe
hedonicgifts that life has to offer.while flirting with the deeperudaimonicside of life Huta
and Ryan (2010havedecisivelyconnected the dotseetweereudaimonia and meanings havea
cadre of positive psychologistser time—no less tharSeligman(2002) andRyanandDeci
with their selfdetermination theor{2001). Living deeperthrough the engagement of
eudaimonc activities is associated with greater connection to our values, meamadgyhat are
known aselevating experienceabatignite senses of awe, transcendemel inspiration (Huta &
Ryan, 2010)

Theeudaimonianeaning that can arisem reflection of death s n’ t mutual | y e
from the hedonicbenefits either; bothcan ceexistand overlagjuite amicably togethéHuta &
Ryan, 2010)and arevaluable partners in a walbunded life worth livingWe will discusghe

meaningandvital engagemerthat can ariséom reflecting on death.

Meaning
Holocaustsurviving psychologisVictor Frankl (1963)believedthat a meaningful life is
ripe with action, infused with responsibility and accountability to find out what our lives are
expecting from uswhat our futures are expecting from e referedtothe“*wi | I t o meani r
as the center of human motivation awknowledgd thatdeath is not just a factor in a
meaningful life, but also driver (1963) Wong (2010)akes this one step furthley articulating

that* we dread a meaningless | ife aXlInowlumanas we
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guest to B more than mere mortals, it involves a desire to live deeply; we will discuss the
implications of how death awareness can create deep meaning and appreciation in life.
Meaning, one of the cornerstones of wading according to Seligman (201, juss n’ t
sought afteand foundn the haze of &raumatic event, like Frankl surviving treglversityof the
holocaust. Our desire for meaning is a fundamental part of being human, helping us to make
sense of even the most banal everyday occurrences (likevevhyight have been overlooked for
apromotion or whya certairrelationshipis strainegl. Addressing existential topics like death,
and finding meaning through that process, is a reality and recommended necessity for the
averageandividualin the midst okeveryday lifein the absence of traunfidoole, Greenberg, &
Pyszczynski, 2004).
Deepak Chopra (2006) contends that our relationship with death defines the quality of
how we live our lives todayMartelaandSteger(2016 offer that meaningrovides us wh a
sense of significangsharpened by a belief that our lives are inherently valualiée a ni n g
provides us with the sense that our lives matter, that they make sense, and that they are more than
the sum of our seconds, days, and years” (Ste
Smith (2017) refers to the powerful effect of transcendence (one of her faus pil
meaning) as a way to reframe death as a component in a bigger cycle, especially for people who
have undergone what is knownexg death preparation for the final loss of seih the midst
of a transcendent experience. Death and meaning areopeslitas two sides of the same coin in
the power f ul conclusion of Smit hdeathbéd2edtl 7) boo
where we reflect on our lives from ownnagineddeathbedsA selftranscendent aspect of
meaning known agenerativityhas leen shown to be the most powerful predictor of

meaningfulnessf all; people who are inspired to created dothings that will endure beyond
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their deatho find fulfillment, like mentoring childrer donating moneyo a local librarythat
will serve otherfor generatios to comgSchnell, 2011).

On the topic of fulfilment, as humans we have been on a quest to reach idealized
versions of our future potenti al -atedizaters si nce
(Baumeister, 198Athe pursuit of rich, fulfilled inner lives that set the stage for achieving the
heavyhitters of both meaning and purpokeestenbaum (1972) reinforces our modern shared
human desire of finding meaning and fulfilment by asserting that the persistenatiditiof
death is what puts a fine point on the purpose of our lives. The sense of urgency created from
embracing the reality of death, whether it be near or far, is the very thing that can crystallize
what the meaning of our respective lives truly areg$tenbaum, 1972)he proverbial
doctrines of gristentialpsychologyposit thatour selvesannot beactualizdwithout coming to
terms withown personal demisé&¢ifel, 1990Maslow, 1968)

Individuals who indicatsuffering froma crisis ofmeaningon the $urces of Meaning in
Life QuestionnairédSoMe)—a notablelack of meaningndfrustrating emptiness in life
experience negative wdtleing andnental health%chnell, 2008 Fr edr i ckson et al
research finds that happy people wathabsence of meaning possess similar gene patterns as
those with adversity stress respondéss all stands irpowerfulcontrast taesearch that finds
those who assess themselves on the SoMe scale as mggaomgfulnesto bepositivdy
correlaed withincreased subjective wdbleingand life satisfactioiiSchnell, 2009)Similar
results can be found from studies thlabwpeople with high purpose and meaning in titve
commensuratelgccepting and positive attitudes towards deathl@Rut972 Quinn &
Reznikoff,1986); the degree to which wear or accept death intrinsically linked to the degree

t o whi ch wmeahingandpuspose oh life (Worlgeker, & Gesse,994)
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The aforementionelfleaning Management TheofWwong, 2007encourages us use
our awareness of death in a positive, agentic fashistrit@ for meaning and full experiences in
our lives, rather than defensivadlamoring for meaning as a reaction to death anxRogers,
2011). The difference is subtle but profound; we have an opportunity to be intentionahaith
comes up when we reflect on dedly.deliberatelytackling the tough existential questions, we
create opportunities for greater meaning (Koestenbaum, 1976).

Mindfulnessto-meaning theoryefers to themindful captuing and regulatiorof positive
emotions taaccomplish twaompellingobjectivesdiminish the impact of adversitgknown as
positive reappraisalpndsavorthe positive experienc&g@rland, Farb, Goldin, & Fredrickson,
2015) Garland et al. (2015) believe thvaten we take negative or stressful circumstantiks
considering the prospect of deatimdreframethem as opportunities for growth or meanitiig
cognitive strategy of positive reappraissdkes wg for a eudaimonic life of meaning to take
place Mindfulness plays an active roletims theory because of its ability fick off the switch
of ourconditioned, scripted responsesstessors (likelenying the reality ofleath Teasdale &
Chaskalon, 201while creating the psychological space findset shifts to occyGarland et
al., 2015) Bryant and Smith (20153puch on the savoring aspect of this mindfulressieaning
theory bysuggestin@@“ s a v-ameaninggs a v o r i n g "arisesyram thee adt dhitatly
savoring somethinthat leads t@ feeling of implied meaning, which then builds on itself to
savor the meaning created. We can savor the fact thidkelehave” xdecades left to liveind
meaning irthe activities we choose to pursue in that time, and then saveeriact that

we' ve found meaning
In the face of mortality salience, studies have shownptdaple who believe their lives

have a greater sense of purpose and meaning are able to thepggscal death anxiety
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respons€Routledge & Juhl, 2010; Aronow, Rauchway, Peller, & DeVito, 19Bilpther words,
existential meaning inoculates us against existential despair (Routledge & Juhl, 2010) and even
existential crisispurposeled people th life-threatening illnesses, for example, find even more
depth in life, realize increases in sefiteem, and often experience personal transformations as
they make new meaning in their limited time kgfang, Staps, & Hijmans, 201Q)anoff

Bulman (2@4) notes that podgtaumatic growth survivors, for example, shift from having
concerns about the meaning d€&lto the work of making meaning in lifas if more evidence

was needed, Cozzolino, Blackie, and Meyers (20a4e determined from thaiesearch that

confrontation of deatkeads to psychological growth aadhplified meaning in life.
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Vital Engagement

~

AGo confidently in the direction of your d
i Henry David Thoreau
Positive psychologists adkawn towhat it takes for us to flouriskand in unison with
this pursuit isvhatNakamura & Csikzentmihalyi(2003 descrile adlives colored in with both
absorbednjoyment and meaningheir definition of vitalengagemenilhis absorbing and
meaningful relationship withfe can be seen adeague of positive experience of its own
(Nakamura, 2002)
Flow-the aforementioned state of interested absorption in an a¢t@stiszentmihalyi,
1990} canexist in the absence ofeaning(like when playing an engrossing word gagmit

whenperceived significancand flow theorycombine forcesve ' r e tpegpergerecdital

engagementNakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2008je know that meaning can emerge as a

result of push” ex & hedentlc adsemednendosectoumioor mor i ah
and major traumas; Tedeschi & Cal houn, 2004),
genesis of meaning thatcounts for thenjoyable absorptioof flow (Nakamura and
Csikszentmihalyi, 2003)hese researchef2003)posit thatthe act okeery exploiing the
world is the very thing that motivates uskeep coming back favenmoreflow-like
experiencesand thatong-term engagement in floactivities sows the seeds for meaning to then
take root and bloongaid simply, flommight create a pathway to meaniffdakamura, 2002).
Vital engagementand therefore meaningan be obtained througtttivities thatmight
initially be viewed aiedonc. The amount of time we devote to leisurthediscretionary

endeavors thatanoptimize our ense of welbeing (Freire, 2008)-hasbeen shown as one of

the more robust correlates of life satisfaction (Newman, Tay, & Diener, A04i8)ire pursuits
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havealsobeen shown to play an important role in providing meanirgidiimoniengagement
in life through several interconnected therflesasaki, Messina, & Hoppe2018)that
undoubtedly deepen our livas well.According tolwasaki, et al.,Z018), leisure phgs the
meaningfulroles of promotingoyful lives(ripe withthe cultivation of positive emotiohs
connected livegouilding relationships with otherg)pmposed livegvith more control and
autonomy) empowered liveanddiscovered livesthe last of which leads to a life of meaning
through the exploration and expressiomof unique talents and strengths.

Deciding how we spend our leisure time is both intrinsically motivated and voluntarily
initiated (Gallagher, Yancy, Swartout, DenissKihnel, & Voils, 2012), leading to a heightened
sense of selfletermined autonomy (Kasser & Ryan, 19%8hen applying the spirit of vitality
to our discretionary time, we are better positioned to tune into our eudaitaocedtintrinsic
goals and feeh greater sense of selttualization (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

The concept of time afflueneghe feeling that we have enough time to participate in the
activities that truly matter to adas also been shown to positively relate to subjectivebei
(Kasser & Sheldon, 2009); people higher in time affluence reported spending more time engaged
in personal growth activities, connecting with others, and patrticipating in physical fithess
activities (Kasser & Sheldon, 2009). Having too little leisureetieads to increased stress and
yet having too much discretionary time erodes our sense of accomplishment and &hpage (
Mogilner, & Hershfield, 2018, i ndi ng t he ‘zest zone’ of discr
paramount importance to optimiear well-being.What we know to be true aboomtological
confrontationis that itsparls a sense of temporal scarc{t§ing, Hicks, & Abdelkhalik, 2009)
andthatour priorities are mor@nely tunedin the face of perceived expiry date on life

(Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). By engaging in memento mori interventions, we can
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reprioritize how we want to spend our timpicking up activities that can simultaneously bring
us pleasure (likéhe hobby ofearning how to pain@and also deepérg meaning (by connecting
with others at art class, gifting a portrait to a friend on herdasthfeeling a sense of
accomplishmengtc.).

Yalom and Josselsd2014) similarly assert that engagement is the salve for the problem
of meaninglessness; when we fully engage in a host of endedikersaring about people and
projects, participating in activities to learn, grow and create new thimgdully show ugn our
lives. This commitment to life participation alleviates the nagging anxiety of lack of meaning,

and more gutturally, the problem of [|ife’s
whatmakes the camectionbetween vitality and naning; by playing full out, and not sitting on
the sidelines of our lives, wiacrease théeelings of beingalive and consequenttyur

perceptions ofmeaning.
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Gratitude + Appreciation

Death can be the impetus to be thankful for what we have, and not to take things for
granted. We're remarkably adaptive creatures,
Experts havg@rovided an apt metaphor of the hedonic treadmill to descoleokir happiness
levels tend to remain static, even while on afasving treadmill with a myriad of
circumstances thrown at us along the journey (Kahneman, Diener & Schwartz, 1999). The
treadmill tells wus ther e esgualelysetinipkae despiteathej our n
feelings we believe are going to run with us at 6.0 mph for a lifetiieereliably adapt to the
pleasures that were once fredte pride swell after a big promotion starts to deflate several

months down the road. Th&atement before a date with a new love interest slowly fades into

‘“date du jour’; even | ove c adustaswewdkpdeafter t he h
mile on the hedonic treadmill, we adBbfgefar t o t h
granted?

Appreciation is the acknowledgement of som

by a warm and fuzzy emotional connection to the very event, person, behavior or object being
appreciated§ansone & Sanson2(10). Gratitude and appreciati appear to be
overwhelmingly good for the human condition: they boost our mood in the short term
(Watkins,Woodward Stone,& Kolts, 2003 and predict welbeing boosts in the long term
(Watkins,Van Gelder& Frias,2009; Adler & Fagley, 2004)

Adler and Fagley (2005) surmise that appreciation consists of eight aspects, including a
Ahaveoi nfsotceussd of a “here’s what | aweaituds f ocus,;
that keep us aware of what we appreciate; a mindfulness pfabent momenself/social

comparisonsnade against a downward reference pardtitudethat lets us acknowledge when
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we'  ve received antemparserialhspectef afpreaciagng others in bun leves;
and finally and most relevant to our conversation ttogiehere is the aspectloks/adversity
the appreciation of something in relation to the idea of losing it. These experiences highlight
what we have taken f or -fgirmditregld” aandla pctainv @ rh glgiee
consequences of the adsity, close calls, or perceived loss (Affleck & Tennen, 1996).

The Appreciation Inventory was developed by Adler and Fagley (2005), inclusive of
adversity/lossubscale questions lifeThi nki ng about dying reminds
f ul |fAghe thought of people close to me dying some day in the future makes me care more
about thapdiml nawpdeci ate the things | have now,
can be taken away from me at any given tinféne subscales @fdversity/losandi hav e o f ocus
had the strongest correlations to life satisfaction than the other six aspects of appreciation; those
who were able to tap into experiences of loss or adversity were more likely to feel overall
satisfaction with their liveAdler & Fagley, 2005).

People confronted with lifehreatening illnesses find themselves with a heightened
appreciation for life (Taylor, 1983); mortality is a distinct mechanismahaburagess to
assign greater value and appreciation for life (JaBaffnan & Berger, 2000).

Being grateful might help slow the adaptation treadmill down. Researchers believe that
appreciative people possess the worldview that life is a gift, which makes them less likely to take
their gift for granted and acclimatetothg ft t hey’ ve been given ( McCl

Tsang, 2002).
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Existential Psychology+ PsychotherapyPerspectives on Memento Mori

AThough the fact, the physicality, iovaloodeat h d
(1989,p. 7).

Existential psychotherapyg a therapeutic practiaentered arounexistentia
philosophicalprinciples- like exercisingpersonal freedonthoiceand responsibility amidst
what is often described #ise absurily of thefinite human conditionljving authenticallyin the
midst of said absurditygnddefining meaning in lifavhile accepting our temporary existence
(Correia, Cooper, Berdondir&, Correia, 2017)Van DeurzenSmith (2012) refers to this special
breedof counselingas hel pi ng people come to .taterms with t
becoming aware of the emptiness and ignoraficeeir lives  ( p..Understandinghe
nuances of this kind of therapgnbe instructive when designing memento mori interventions
for the average population of peopbeperiencing their owdilemmas of living.
Peopletypically seek ouexistentialtherapy because ofanfo nt at i on wi t h dea
propelled by @oundary situation a more urgent scenario that thrusts death to front and center
stage- like milestone anniversaries, birthdays that end with zeros, job loss or retirement,
significant illness, and commitmestb or separations from key relationshipyalom, &
Josselson, 2014).
For me of usboundary situations haike power tacreate fundameal shiftsin the
waywe live our livesthey are oftenseenasppor t uni ti es that | ead us
e X i s t(\éog, 20&8,p.149).Some patients therapyreportcoming to terms thaheir

exXxi stence canYaom, &Bosselson, 20U 29R @iakitizing a mindful way

of living thatsavors he pr esent moment i nreachadalidinglatdr. a S o0ome
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Many a tale has been told by therapists of terminally ill patientshake found meaningnd
growthafter coming face to face witkdeath for examplewistful for not knowing what they
know nowthen(Spiegel, 2015).

The mission ofriaditional eistential therapies to surmountexistential distresm
clients,so as talecrease or prevent psychopathol{gygs, Craig & Cooper, 2015%iventhe
incorporationof positive psychology intthis discussion, we are interested in more than what
traditional psychology has to offer terms of reaching a baseline dbak of psychopathology
Existential positive psychology, unsurprisingly, infuses existential themes into the science of
positive psychologynd itspracticeqWong, 2017)The new fontier of positive psychology
appears t@ppreciate the value dkath acceptance through therapy and interventions (Wong &
Tomer, 2011)Existential positive psychotherapusly,asserts that death anxiety acts as the
catalyst for personal growth (Wori210).

Two main schools of thought in the realm of existential psychothenapgentered
aroundmeaning humanistic approachese ' | | b r itherh belpowiod thesparposes of
puttingrecommended intervention#o context

)

Meaning therapyinspired byFr ank|l ' s (1988) t hlegothepppyrut i ¢ ap

focuses on one’s meaning and pur powha&Wang t he h
(2009) describes dbke tragic dimensions of lifd his therapy, whose seffroclaimed mto is
“meaning is all we need and r el ahtelgsodusdhi p i s a
meanings that both protect us from the inevitable pitfalls of life while simultaneously

empowering us to awaken our potential for transformation (Wong, 2808gtaanalysis or60

clinical trials ofmeaningcentered therapies reveale@itiarge dfects onimprovingquality of

life and psychological welbeing, especially whethe therapy sessioméscusseanultiple kinds
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of meaningjncorporated mindfulnesactivities, and discussdle existential theme of death
(Vos & Vitali, 2018)

Actively prospecting death provides an opportunity for us to envision hypothetical
scenarios into our farthest futures possible (Seligman et al., 2013), engaging in a feature of
consciousness known as narratizationr innate ability to see ourselves ls teading actors in
the dramas of our lives (Jaynes, 1976, 2000). Consciously considering the transient nature of life
primes us to narratize and cast ourselves in the best roles possible between now and our last
days.Given that ar capacity for narrater construction and meanimgaking can do more than
just ameliorate anxietyit can transform our fears of death into sattualization (Wong, 2010)
meaning therapy often incorporates narrative therapy interventions (Wong, 2009).

The life reviewis anotler common exercise in this kind of existential theragne
previously discussegractice of takingeminiscencene step furtheio use memories for
educational and therapeubenefits(Haber, 2006)Socratic dialogués a hallmark of meaning
therapy- the process of askintpive questiosithat elicit more thoughtfulnesgrowth and
therefore meaningMartinez& Florez, 201%. Studies have demonstrated that patients in
existential psychotherapy prefdirective, Socratistyle interventions that question, challenge or
confront them to reflect on death, compared to a more passive approach (Watson, Cooper,
McArthur, & McLeod, 2012).

Many existential therapies weave in a humanistic approach that intraghoves-
oriented experiential interventions into the rivos, Craig & Cooper, 2015)Yocusing on
possibilities, progress, strengths, sefe, and novel experiences (Elliott, Watson, Goldman &
Greenberg, 2003Recall the human potentimlo v e me n t t'orsdeaith mywaeeoess a

means toeach our personal potentials (V@18).American psychologidRollo May is
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credited for shepherding a generation of existential therapistsmafierting European
existential ideals to the US in the 195Qs4dig, Vos,Cooper, & Correia2016); he helped
develop the humanistic approach of Irvin Yalom (1980), mtrm@duced us to the four main
existential fearbesought to help clients confront: mortality, freedom, aloneness and
meaninglessness. Body awareness hasbaleo introduced into experientiakistential
approachedike connecting with our breatb tune into our emotion£¢aig, Vos, Cooper, &
Correia,2016).

Continuing on the humanistic thensmme versions of existential therdpgus less on
guiding clients tdace the cold, hard truths of the end, and instead focus aulthation of the
emotion of awetapping intoour sense of wondeanxiety, thrill and the mystery tleing alive
(Schnéder & Krug, 2010).

Structured group interventions can also bring meaning therapy alive, profoundly
improving the quality of life for terminally ill individuals, for example (Breitbart et al., 2010).
Vos, Craig and Cooper (2015) foundtieir metaanalysis of existential therapy interventions
thatgroupmeaning therapiielped moreparticipantsind purposen life while alsobuilding self
efficacy- as compared tthosein a social support groumdividual therapyor languishingon a
waiting list Groupconversations about existential thembise death- allow us to feel less alone
as we face the ultimate unkno\@raig, Vos, Cooper, & Correi2016) andperhapsnore
i nspired as wedesiresdadivanbeteedivestt ot her s’

Successful memento mori interventions would ideally draw from the existential

psychotherapeutic techniques mentioned thusf@avatingt he meaning of o

a practitioner and within a group settihdo y i d e n t purpoge, goals, mieatens eind

bucketlist goals) using mindfulnesand amawareness of the body identify emotions around
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existential topicgparticipating in death reflection meditations akin to the Bhutanese tragdition)

usingnarrative constructioaxercises t@rospect into the future ameflect on deatlisuch as
wr i ti ng o mogdumalinglbout poasiblg regrets and life opportunit@dtivating
aweto appreciate liféviewing aweinspiring images orfimg r om one’
writinggr at i tude | et t e r,anddmployimga8oeratis questiangostyletd s
complete a life revieimaging lifef r o m o n e ’, sompletiray & preatd @astmortem on
life).

Vos (2018)cautions thait might not be unilaterally wise favery client tacourageously
embraceexistential matters likdeath, and thgisychotherapists should use clieentered
approaches to determitige relevancand applicatiorior each individualln a world where we

are® met i mes ‘ving u (¥ g n aPnih 2022epB0), opportunities abound for

existentialinterventions... with care.

s p,err sonal

sel f)

i
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In Conclusion: A Few Dying Words

AMan is the only ani mal WwFkreedrithNigtzsthe be enco

The research appears conclustheiin Wor | d Deat h Rate Hol ding S
headline (The Onion, 1998%ays it all.

While true that some might find focusing thre endof our days initially more morbid
than meaningful, it undeniablyblo ws us t o appreciate the scarci
to make the most out gdanoffBulman, 2004)With theproverbialelephant of the grim reaper
in the room, we’'re able to make bWe¢haethechoi ce
ability to prospect years into the future and finee what we do with our livas the very
moment s we (Seligmah et al.i 2018). With this agency to act on our prospected
imaginations about the future, and the fact that our ptorewf time aremalleable (Carstensen
et al ., 1999), there are i mmense implications
need to loiter in the grim land of death for long, but a willingnessftect onour final moments
can help usivelive s we '’ | | b eit fipaflyoswowr tintetio dievh e n

Under the tenets of positive psychology, death acts as a powerful and healthy reminder to
live. Reflecting on death is an intrinsically positive endeaafier all,precisely because it is life
affirming (Wong, 2010)This science of what makes life most livablecourages an optimistic
appreci at i o msteasiblypthrtea tn the livihnga bppased to the dyinBositive
psychologyinspires us to bgratefulf or t he | i ves we’re ;tortunate
encouragessto get curious and s k  wh at Zistheface ofour mbseexistential

adversity-to make the very mostofoliri ves i n the short time we' ve
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Noble advancements have been made across multiple disciplines that emphasize the
science oftayingalive, perhaps more so than the art and scienbeinfjalive. By deliberately
zeroing in on the practice of memento mamg can vake up to what matters and blastselves
out of t he “,taathpdotzone Wd carr cregte vaalitiilled dvidth in our lives
compkemented by deptfilled meaningLife is too short to be squandered with regrets about
what could have been. On the other hand, || ife
one rote day after the other. Only as individuals do we know what it might take to make us feel
less likeempty zombisand more likepeoplel i vi ng | i ves we'Letliskd etto c

deathwork its magic andnotivate us tadd morewidth and depttnto our (hopefully long)

lives. After all, aur long-term prognosis is grinife is short, and thenwe disoket ' s make it
positivelyastonishing.
ASomebody should tell us, right at the start

life to the limit, every minute of every day. Do it! | say. Whatever you want to doyaia!
There are only sBopafauly|l t omorr ows. O
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