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We organize our daily lives with a relatively high degree of freedom. Some things must be done; others are optional. Some we find meaningful, some pleasant, some both, and some neither. The present study looks at such evaluations of daily activities and how they relate to perceived meaning in life. Sixty-two students from an Austrian university first completed the meaningfulness scale from the Sources of Meaning and Meaning in Life Questionnaire (SoMe). They then participated in a 1-week experience-sampling assessment, wherein they completed a short questionnaire at five random time-points per day. They indicated their current activity and then reported, on a 6-point Likert scale, how pleasant and meaningful they perceived it to be. Activities could thus be categorized as meaningful, pleasant, both, or neither. Results reflected that activities grouped under culture/music, communication, intimacy, and sports are experienced as both highly meaningful and pleasant. A two-level hierarchical linear regression suggested that people with high trait meaningfulness experience their daily activities as more meaningful than people with lower trait meaningfulness if they also enjoy what they are doing. People with low trait meaningfulness, however, tended to experience their daily activities as rather meaningless, even if they enjoyed them very much. Thus, when looking for advice on how to have a good day, clarifying one’s meaning in life seems to represent the best starting point.
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Introduction

In Western Countries, daily life is largely de-traditionalized; social norms leave large parts of private life untouched. Thus, when determining what makes life meaningful, the classical authorities (such as the state or the church) have lost their power over the individual. When it comes to managing our daily lives, we are mostly left to our own devices. Moreover, in heavily individualistic societies, lifestyle choices are multi-optional: Members can—and must—choose from an overwhelming number of possibilities like lifestyles, jobs, relation types, etc. (Gross, 1994). Yet individuals are not offered answers on how to achieve a good life in the eudaimonic sense (i.e., a meaningful life), and so they instead strive for maximizing pleasure (Christensen, 2017; Schnell, 2022). Exclusive pursuit of pleasure can take on an addictive nature (Bechara, 2005), and bring about unhappiness (Mauss et al., 2011, 2012; Ford et al., 2014, 2015), whereas a meaningful life is associated with many positive outcomes, of which happiness appears to be a by-product (Schueller and Seligman, 2010; Vötter and Schnell, 2019a). People who have a stronger sense of meaning in life tend to be, not only happier, but also more socially involved and engaged (Stavrova and Luhmann, 2016). Furthermore, they are more hopeful and optimistic (Damásio et al., 2013); feel more self-determined (Kashdan and Breen, 2007); are more self-forgiving (Vötter and Schnell, 2019b); have higher self-efficacy, resilience, and self-regulation; and are better able to motivate, activate, calm themselves, direct their attention, and cope with failure (Hanfstingl, 2013; Sørensen et al., 2019; Schnell and Krampe, 2020, 2022). The correlates of trait meaningfulness are thus well-researched. However, less is known about how people experience meaning during individual activities or over the course of a day (King and Hicks, 2021).


Why is it worth investigating meaning in everyday life?

Several studies indicate that meaning is not a stable construct, but changes from moment to moment and from day to day (King et al., 2006; Choi et al., 2017; Martela et al., 2018). Newman et al. (2021) observed that it made a difference whether people were asked to rate the meaningfulness of their lives as a whole or across just one day. In particular, the degree of reported meaning differed significantly between these conditions. This may have been due to memory effects, which according to Newman et al. have a major influence on one’s evaluation of life as meaningful. It also seems that peak experiences—such as graduation, marriage, or childbirth—are considered when assessing the meaningfulness of one’s life. For these reasons, global judgments of meaning significantly overestimate meaning judgments collected in situ (Newman et al., 2021).



What makes a good day?

As to the question of what makes a good day, one possible answer could lie in our activities: how we experience them and why we engage in them. In an experience-sampling study, Huta and Ryan (2010) revealed that people mostly reported either hedonic or eudaimonic motives for their activities, but not both at the same time: those two motive types were negatively correlated on the within-person level. When the scores were aggregated to obtain between-person estimates, however, hedonic and eudaimonic motives were correlated positively. This suggests that people who are highly motivated by eudaimonic pursuits also tend to report hedonic interest. In the long run, a combination of both motive types predicted higher levels on several measures of wellbeing. This finding was confirmed by Delle Fave et al. (2011); they demonstrated that the people who experienced the highest levels of wellbeing, physical and mental health, and life satisfaction were those who sought pleasure and meaning simultaneously. Christensen (2017) offers a neuroscientific explanation for the benefits of engaging in both meaningful and pleasant activities: Two systems associated with pleasure and meaning can be distinguished in the brain. The first is the “A-system” consisting of amygdala, posterior ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC), and striatum (including nucleus accumbens). It functions as the brain’s reward system and is responsible for maximizing feelings of immediate gratification. Secondly, there is the “I-system” consisting of the insula, anterior VMPFC, hippocampus, dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, and anterior cingulate cortex; it is responsible for maximizing deferred reward and personal growth. Exclusively pleasant activities (e.g., eating fast food or watching a trivial film) activate the A-system, whereas activities that are typically associated with meaningfulness (e.g., studying or working) activate the I-system (Bechara, 2005; Rolls, 2015). Christensen (2017) argues that ideally, these two systems should be activated simultaneously. The A-system tempts us to do the same activities repetitively, but this can lead to dependence on maladaptive reward-seeking strategies, such as smoking cigarettes, eating fast food, or gambling. However, if we exclusively seek out activities which trigger the I-system, it can cause a loss of desire for these activities and hinder their execution, even though the relative benefits for mental and physical health are clear. For this reason, she posits that we should connect the A- and I-systems by engaging in activities which are not only conducive to wellbeing, but which also create a desire to repeat them. She concludes her argument with the so-called “arts hypothesis.” It suggests that only the arts are perceived as meaningful and pleasant at the same time, since they activate both the A- and I-systems. However, this overemphasis of the arts is viewed critically by others, since no receptor or area in the brain has yet been discovered to respond solely to the arts (Skov and Nadal, 2018). Offering a similar two-path approach, Choi et al. (2017) illustrated that various activities could be differentially—but not exclusively—associated with meaning and happiness. By their account, people can perceive different undertakings as having one of four possible permutations of these two elements: happy-meaningful, happy-meaningless, unhappy-meaningful, or unhappy-meaningless.

In consideration of these dual-aspect (eudaimonic-hedonic) paradigms, the present study focused on the experience of activities as pleasant and/or meaningful. We first tested the aforementioned arts hypothesis, which suggests that only artistic activities are experienced as both pleasant and meaningful at the same time (hypothesis 1). In doing so, we also examined whether experiences of meaningfulness and pleasantness can occur simultaneously in activities, as indicated by Choi et al.’s (2017) finding concerning happiness and meaning (hypothesis 2).



The hierarchical meaning model

The Hierarchical Meaning Model (HMM) by Schnell (2009, 2014, 2021) is a pyramid model in which the upper levels influence the lower levels, and vice versa. The top of the model represents meaning in life, operationalized by the two dimensions of meaningfulness and crisis of meaning. This is followed by the sources of meaning, goals, actions, and perception. In the present study, we focus on the influence of meaningfulness on actions and perception. According to the HMM, people with a high degree of trait meaningfulness should experience their daily activities as more meaningful than people with low trait meaningfulness (hypothesis 3). As shown by King et al. (2006) and Martela et al. (2018), positive feelings also contribute to the experience of meaning. We therefore also investigated the extent to which perceived state pleasantness—as an indicator of positive affect—predicts the perception of state meaningfulness and vice versa. For both analyses, the moderating effect of trait meaningfulness was tested: Given varying degrees of trait meaningfulness, how does the evaluation of the meaningfulness of activities differ, depending on their pleasantness? And how does the evaluation of the pleasantness of activities differ, depending on their meaningfulness (exploratory analysis 1)? Finally, we explored whether people with high (contrasted with low) trait meaningfulness differed in the type of activities performed (exploratory analysis 2). These results may be particularly informative regarding the practical question of how to live a eudaimonic daily life.




Materials and methods


Samples

In a pretest, N = 30 students (70% female, mean age 22 years, SD = 1) participated in a 1-week diary study. At the end of each day, they had the task of listing, in a digital document, the activities they had engaged in that day. The totality of all mentioned activities was then summarized and categorized by the last author and a colleague. A catalog of 13 activity types ensued: study, work, household, eating, resting, watching TV, sports, reading, communication, culture/music, intimacy, transit-time, and other. In the following step, this catalog was used in the Experience-Sampling Method (ESM) study presented here. A sample of N = 62 students (80% female, mean age 23 years, SD = 4) were involved in this study. No sample size planning was done prior to the survey; instead, the aim was to recruit as many participants as possible.



Procedure and measures

The participants first completed the meaningfulness scale from the Sources of Meaning and Meaning in Life Questionnaire (SoMe, Schnell and Becker, 2007), using a paper-pencil version. They then participated in a 1-week ESM study, wherein we used a palmtop for collecting the data. This device beeped five times a day at random times to prompt participants to respond to a short survey. At these time-points, they were then asked to select the type of activity in which they were currently engaged from the pretest-derived list, and then subjects were to rate, on a Likert scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), how meaningful and how pleasant they perceived the activity to be. Pleasantness was measured by a single item (“It is pleasant.“), whereas the meaningfulness of the activity was assessed by a five-item scale, adapted from the SoMe (Schnell and Becker, 2007). The items on this adapted version were: “I experience it as meaningful.,” “It fits my life task.,” “It fulfils me.,” “It makes me feel like I am part of something bigger.,” and “It has a deeper meaning.”




Results

The gathered data were analyzed using R-Studio version 4.2.0. and IBM SPSS Statistics version 26. The following software packages in R-Studio were used: ggplot2 (Hadley, 2016), lme4 (Bates et al. 2018), interactions (Long and Long, 2019), nlme (Pinheiro et al. 2017), psych (Revelle, 2018), dplyr (Wickham et al. 2019b), and tidyverse (Wickham et al. 2019a).


Descriptive statistics

The ESM survey had a response rate of 85% for the entire week and across all subjects. The number of observations, means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, range, and Cronbach’s alpha is presented in Table 1. Skewness and kurtosis values for all variables indicated a near-normal data distribution (<|2|, George and Mallery, 2020). Inter-variable correlations ranged from r = 0.10 to r = 0.66 (see Table 2). Applying a cutoff score of 3 for perceived state pleasantness/meaningfulness (Schnell, 2010), participants experienced 52% of their activities as pleasant and 40% of their activities as meaningful.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for trait meaningfulness, state meaningfulness, and state pleasantness.
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TABLE 2 Intercorrelations of trait meaningfulness, state meaningfulness, and state pleasantness.
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Table 3 shows the proportion of variance at the between-person (level 2) and within-person (level 1) levels for state meaningfulness and state pleasantness. The data are organized in a hierarchical dataset, where situations (level 1) are nested within persons (level 2). Most of the variance in state pleasantness (86%) and, to a lesser degree, in state meaningfulness (62%) can be attributed to situational variation (within-person variance). Comparatively, more than a third (38%) of the variance in state meaningfulness could be explained by individual differences (between-person variance).



TABLE 3 Proportions of variance at the between-person (level 2) and within-person (level 1) levels for state meaningfulness and state pleasantness.
[image: Table3]



Hypothesis 1

Hypothesis 1—the arts hypothesis—postulated that only cultural activities are experienced as both highly meaningful and highly pleasant. We tested whether the participants assessed cultural activities as more meaningful and pleasant than all other activities by conducting two two-level hierarchical linear regression models (HLM), in which level 1 represented situations and level 2, persons. The activity “culture/music” served as a reference group for all other activities. An activity was considered different from culture/music if the unstandardized regression coefficients were significantly different. The final model contained a random intercept, which allowed activities to vary from person to person, and since there were no continuous predictors in the model, the slope could not be random and was thus fixed. Activity types constituted the independent variable, while state meaningfulness and state pleasantness served as the dependent variables. Although there was evidence of heteroscedasticity, HLM is considered a relatively robust procedure (Darandari, 2004). All other relevant assumptions of this statistical model were tested prior to analysis and were deemed to have been satisfied, as supported by the values in Table 1. The results, as shown in Table 4, indicate that cultural activities were indeed experienced as meaningful and pleasant simultaneously. However, this combination was not unique to cultural pursuits, as it was also observed for three other types of activities, namely: communication, sports, and intimacy.



TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics of state meaningfulness and state pleasantness across daily activities and results of the two two-level hierarchical linear regressions with the outcome variables state meaningfulness and state pleasantness predicted by daily activities, all at level 1, nested in persons at level 2.
[image: Table4]



Hypothesis 2

The next hypothesis aimed to check the assumption that activities can be experienced as both meaningful and pleasant, which was examined with the same analyses used to test Hypothesis 1. The data modeled and reported in Table 4 supports this assumption, and Table 5 shows which types of activities were considered meaningless-unpleasant, meaningful-unpleasant, meaningless-pleasant, and meaningful-pleasant.



TABLE 5 Four types of activities: pleasant-meaningful, unpleasant-meaningful, pleasant-meaningless, unpleasant-meaningless.
[image: Table5]



Hypothesis 3

Our third hypothesis intuited that people high in trait meaningfulness also tend to perceive their momentary engagements as more meaningful. To address the multi-level structure of this research question, we again utilized a two-level hierarchical linear regression. Level 1 represented situations and level 2, persons, with the situations level nested within persons. Trait meaningfulness served as a predictor for the outcome variable, state meaningfulness. Given that correlation analyses indicated a positive relationship between state meaningfulness and state pleasantness, the latter was included as a covariate. As suggested by Antonakis et al. (2021), we further controlled for person-average pleasantness. The final model (model 4) allowed the person level to have a random intercept of the outcome variable, state meaningfulness, and the regression slopes were allowed to vary freely from one participant to the next. The results from this analysis (as presented in Table 6) indicate that trait meaningfulness (b = 0.25, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.14, 0.35], p < 0.001); person-average pleasantness (b = 0.51, SE = 0.09, 95% CI [0.33, 0.70], p < 0.001); and state pleasantness (b = 0.30, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.24, 0.36], p < 0.001) all predicted the experience of situations as meaningful—independently of the activity types in which participants engaged.



TABLE 6 Two-level linear regression results; outcome variable: state meaningfulness.
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Exploratory analysis 1

We followed up the previous findings with an exploratory analysis, wherein we investigated whether state pleasantness was predictive of perceived state meaningfulness, when an individual’s degree of trait meaningfulness is considered as a qualification of the model from hypothesis 3. This analysis was designed to elucidate the relationship between the predictor variable (trait meaningfulness) and its covariates (person-average pleasantness and state pleasantness). The final model 6 (see also Table 6) was a cross-level interaction model with trait meaningfulness (level 2) as a moderator for the relation between state pleasantness (level 1) and state meaningfulness (level 1). According to this model, the tendency to experience situations as meaningful was only positively predicted by the interaction of trait meaningfulness and state pleasantness (b = 0.07, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.13], p < 0.05) As this cross-level interaction remained significant after including the interaction between trait meaningfulness and person-average pleasantness on level 2, it can be deemed a true cross-level interaction (Antonakis et al., 2021).

Figure 1 illustrates the interaction between the independent variable (state pleasantness) and the moderating variable, trait meaningfulness. The Johnson Neyman plot (Figure 2) indicates significant results for all parts of this interaction, except for the lowest section: For moderator (trait meaningfulness) values below 1.17, state pleasantness did not significantly interact with trait meaningfulness. In other words, the more the activities were perceived as pleasant, the more they tended to also be experienced as meaningful. This correlation was clearly more pronounced among participants who tested high for trait meaningfulness. Among those with low trait meaningfulness, state meaningfulness did not covary with state pleasantness. With regard to absolute values, the data show that individuals with low trait meaningfulness (<3) viewed their present endeavors as little meaningful on the whole (average scores did not exceed 2.9, see Figure 1), even if they also rated those same actions as very pleasant.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Interaction of trait meaningfulness and state pleasantness in the prediction of state meaningfulness.


[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Johnson Neyman plot of interaction trait meaningfulness and state pleasantness.


In a similar vein, we examined whether state meaningfulness tended to predict reported state pleasantness, when we have accounted for the participant’s trait meaningfulness. The final model incorporated state meaningfulness as random slope and random intercepts per person; the predictors modeled were trait meaningfulness, person-average meaningfulness, and state meaningfulness. The analysis yielded no significant model gain by adding the interaction between state meaningfulness and trait meaningfulness. As Model 4 in Table 7 shows, state pleasantness was positively predicted by state meaningfulness (b = 0.49, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.41, 0.58], p < 0.001), but not by trait meaningfulness nor by person-average meaningfulness.



TABLE 7 Two-level linear regression results; outcome variable: state pleasantness.
[image: Table7]



Exploratory analysis 2

Finally, by means of a Chi-square test, we tested whether people with a high level of trait meaningfulness (scores ≥ 3; cf. Schnell, 2010) engaged in more pleasant-meaningful activities, i.e., those found in the evaluation of hypothesis 1 (e.g., culture/music, communication, intimacy, sports; see Table 5). The results indicated that this was not the case: Participants with high trait meaningfulness did not seem to differ significantly from participants with low trait meaningfulness in terms of the frequency of carrying out activities typically rated as pleasant-meaningful.




Discussion

Based on the combination of a questionnaire survey and a 1-week experience-sampling study, our data provided several insights into how people with high trait meaningfulness spend and experience their days. Depending on the type, activities were experienced as meaningless-unpleasant, meaningful-unpleasant, meaningless-pleasant, or meaningful-pleasant. Our analysis results led to a rejection of Christensen’s (Christensen, 2017) hypothesis that only artistic activities are experienced as both pleasant and meaningful. Instead, the data implied that not just culture and music are experienced as simultaneously meaningful and pleasant, but also doing sports, sharing intimacy, and communicating. Similar results were reported by Choi et al. (2017) for combinations of happiness and meaningfulness. They found that various activities such as cooking, dating, eating, sports, playing an instrument, praying, reading, shopping, socializing, traveling, walking, communicating, and volunteering were associated with both meaning and happiness at once. To observe a common denominator, pleasant-meaningful activities all seem to be self-selected (leisure) activities. This ties in with findings from Martela et al. (2018), who suggested that the fulfillment of basic psychological needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) predicts daily meaningfulness.

In contrast to state meaningfulness (62%), state pleasantness was more affected by the current situation (86%). This suggests that state pleasantness is more volatile than state meaningfulness. This might be one of the reasons why the pursuit of happiness has been found to cause unhappiness (Mauss et al., 2011, 2012; Ford et al., 2014, 2015), as people who only chase quick happiness are much more dependent on factors that are external to themselves – and thus, beyond their control. Further research should clarify this volatility hypothesis.

A substantial overlap between situational pleasure and meaning was indicated by the positive correlation (r = 0.44) between state pleasantness and state meaningfulness. This result fits in with previous research on the close connection between positive feelings and meaning (King et al., 2006; Hicks et al., 2012; Tov and Lee, 2016; Chu et al., 2020; Miao and Gan, 2020).

Trait meaningfulness and state meaningfulness were moderately correlated (r = 0.37) with each other. This suggests that people with a higher sense of meaning in life also perceive their daily activities as more meaningful; but neither can evaluations of meaning in life be determined from momentary experiences, nor vice versa. A similar conclusion was already reached by Newman et al. (2021) with reference to global and repeated daily assessments of meaning. Moreover, in both Newman et al. (2021) and the present data, global judgments overestimated aggregated daily and situational states. When assessing global meaning in life, people appear to adopt a meta-perspective that allows them to weight and re-evaluate individual experiences (Schnell, 2021). In the assessment of everyday situations, i.e., immersed in the midst of life, this perspective seems to be often unavailable—which is also reflected in the fact that these situations are assessed as less meaningful overall.

Then, we confirmed through mixed-model analysis that one’s perceived meaning in life statistically predicts the way in which they experience everyday activities. Our reported evidence for hypothesis 3 provides further empirical support for the HMM by Schnell (2009, 2014, 2021), which states that a general sense of meaning increases the perception of daily actions as meaningful. The moderator analysis for the prediction of state meaningfulness revealed another interesting result: When the interaction of state pleasantness and trait meaningfulness was included, the respective unique contributions of the two variables were no longer significant. This leads us to qualify the results for hypothesis 3: people with high trait meaningfulness do not always perceive activities as more meaningful, but rather, only when they are experienced as at least somewhat pleasant. Unpleasant activities are, in principle, more likely to be regarded as meaningless, irrespective of a person’s general sense of meaning in life. The significant predictor person-average pleasantness suggests that, overall, people who generally enjoy their pursuits are prone to also find them more meaningful. Nevertheless, the interaction between person-average pleasantness and trait meaningfulness was not significant, which is an indicator that we found a true cross-level interaction between trait meaningfulness and state pleasantness. We interpret this finding to indicate that trait meaningfulness predicts daily actions (in the sense of the HMM) regardless of whether people generally enjoy their daily actions more or less.

Whereas Halusic and King (2013) concluded that pleasure is sufficient, but not necessary, for the experience of state meaningfulness, our data suggest that positive feelings might be predictive of perceiving activities as meaningful (at least among people with high trait meaningfulness), but they are not sufficient. People with low trait meaningfulness evaluated their daily activities as low in meaning, even if they experienced them as very pleasant.

Conversely, the pleasantness of an activity was predicted by one’s tendency to experience that same activity as meaningful, but not by trait meaningfulness, nor by their interaction. This suggests that meaningful activities are often experienced as pleasant as well. In these cases, we might apply Klinger’s (Klinger, 1998) explanation: positive feelings have a confirmatory utility for experiencing meaning. They provide positive feedback that something meaningful has been accomplished.

When we finally explored the question if people high in trait meaning engaged more often in meaningful-pleasant activities (sports, communication, culture/music, and intimacy), we found this to not be the case. Rather, it seems that people with high trait meaningfulness simply judge their everyday activities to be more meaningful than people with low meaning in life, even if both groups find their activities equally pleasant. Alternatively, it might be the case that people with high trait meaningfulness do not just value these same activities as more meaningful, but that they choose more meaningful ways to do them: for example, they could choose an interesting rather than a boring job, or they choose something fascinating and meaningful to read or watch rather than reacting to notifications on social media or zapping on TV. Further research is necessary to clarify this. In summary, these new results provide further empirical evidence for the Hierarchical Meaning Model by Schnell (2009, 2014, 2021): Meaning in life has a top-down effect on our activities and on our perception. Because the assessment of trait meaningfulness chronologically preceded the ESM study, a strong meaning in life can be said to cause (in the sense of Granger causality; Granger, 1969), the experience of daily activities as meaningful.


Limitations

The results reported here are based on a sample of young, educated, white people. Therefore, they cannot be generalized to other populations. Most participants reported a relatively high trait meaningfulness. A possible explanation for the insignificant results in the Johnson Neyman analysis for trait meaningfulness scores lower than 1.17 might be the fact that only very few people had such low levels of trait meaningfulness. It is striking, however, that the participants experienced a large part of their activities as meaningless. This raises the question of whether this is typical for students, for the specific age group, or other reasons. A replication of the study using a heterogeneous sample would therefore be useful. Another limitation is the assessment of state pleasantness by one item only. Although the reliability of this measure might thus be questionable, the use of single items for narrow and unambiguous constructs is increasingly seen as acceptable (cf. Allen et al., 2022). Moreover, several activities like intimacy (n = 30), sports (n = 35), and reading (n = 46) were observed on a low incidence basis. Further replications should thus validate these results.

Finally, the data were collected through self-report questionnaires, and it is not clear how much the subjects were biased by the survey itself. In most cases, people are unaware of the meaningfulness of their lives, and meaning becomes questionable primarily only in times of crisis (Schnell, 2021). By repeatedly asking about the meaningfulness of activities, several times a day and over the course of a week, an artificial situation is created that does not normally occur among people who are not in a crisis of meaning.



Conclusion

Returning to the initial question of how modern individuals can achieve a good life without the guidance of external authorities, it seems less relevant what activities they perform in their everyday life. Instead, it seems more important to know why they do them, in order to be able to frame them in a generally present sense of meaning in life. What matters is therefore to develop one’s personal meaning in life. For individuals in modern, highly individualistic societies, condemned to freedom (Sartre and König, 2014), meaning in life is no longer an object to be found in sacred texts, social norms, or traditions, but an attitude to be trained and elaborated. If they then manage to enjoy what they are doing as well, days full of good moments are not only possible, but very likely.
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