
 

1 
 

 

Meaning-Centered Psychotherapy for People with Cancer 

Inspired by the works of Viktor Frankl and William S. Breitbart, MD 

 

“We must never forget that we may find meaning in life even when confronted with a hopeless situation, 

when facing a fate that cannot be changed.  For what then matters is to bear witness to the uniquely 

human potential at its best, which is to transform a personal tragedy into a triumph, to turn one’s 

predicament into a human achievement.  When we are no longer able to change a situation, such as 

inoperable cancer, we are challenged to change ourselves.”  

- Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (1957, p. 116)  

 

Finding Meaning  

Research has shown that the ability to enhance “meaning” for people living with cancer helps them 

to maintain a sense of hope, purpose, and peace, which leads to a better quality of life, reduced 

symptom distress, and diminished despair.  This is significant because we know that depression, 

hopelessness, and loss of meaning in cancer patients are associated with poorer survival.   

Viktor Frankl viewed suffering as a potential springboard, both for having a need for meaning, and 

for finding it.  Therefore, the diagnosis of cancer can be seen as an experience of distress and despair 

that can also offer an opportunity for growth and meaning.   

Meaning-Centered Psychotherapy can help reframe the cancer experience from obstacles 

associated with illness and dying to opportunities related to authentic living despite the threat of death.  

Rather than focusing on illness, pain, or suffering, people are directed to focus outward toward personal 

relationships, goals to achieve, tasks to fulfill, and responsibilities to uphold for oneself and for others.  

When cancer strips one of so many aspects of life that were previously somewhat under one’s control, 

the last element of control is our ability to choose the attitude we take toward any limitation that causes 

suffering.  Learning that we have choices, particularly the freedom to choose one’s attitude toward 

cancer, is often a central lesson for many people.   

Ultimately, the goal of Meaning-Centered Psychotherapy is to maximize a person’s 

quality of life through an enhanced sense of meaning and purpose, which can help the 

person make the most of the time they have left, regardless of how long or how limited 

that time is.   

“Even the tragic and negative aspects of life, such as unavoidable suffering, can be turned into a 

human achievement by the attitude which a man adopts towards his predicament….transforming 

despair into triumph.”  -- Viktor Frankl, The Will to Meaning (1969, p. ix)  
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Basic Concepts of Meaning in Frankl’s Work  

There are three themes of Frankl’s work that are central concepts in Meaning-Centered Psychotherapy: 

1.  The will to meaning:  Meaning-making is a defining characteristic of being human.  We all do it!  

The need to find meaning is a primary motivation in shaping human behavior.   

 

2. Life has meaning:  If we feel that life is “meaningless,” it is not because there is no meaning in 

our lives, it is because we have become disconnected from meaning, or we have become so 

demoralized that we see no possibility of creating or experiencing meaning.  The truth is that 

the possibility to create or experience meaning exists throughout our lives, even up to the last 

moments of life.   

 

3. Freedom of will:  We have the “freedom” to find meaning in our existence and to choose our 

attitude toward suffering.  Despite all the limitations imposed by cancer, one has the freedom to 

choose how one responds, and to choose the attitude one takes towards uncertainty and the 

cancer experience.   

 

Sources of Meaning: What Do We Mean by “Meaning?”  

Meaning-Centered Psychotherapy identifies 4 basic sources of meaning.  As you review these 

definitions, try to identify and write down sources of meaning in your own life and meaningful moments 

you have experienced, including through your experience with cancer.  

1. Historical sources of meaning (“Life as a Living Legacy”): There is a story to our lives that 

includes: 

- Your Past: The legacy that was given to you by your family and your memories 

- Your Present: Your accomplishments and the current life you are living 

- Your Future: Your hopes for the future, goals to achieve, responsibilities to uphold for 

oneself and for others, the legacy you wish to leave.   

Thinking about the story of your life helps you to reflect back on what you have found most 

meaningful, what tasks you have undertaken, and what tasks may remain to be undertaken.   

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Attitudinal Sources of Meaning:  These are all the little ways you turn personal tragedy into 

triumph because of the attitude you take towards unavoidable suffering.  Examples are feeling 

pride in getting through a painful situation (e.g. surgery), a feeling of “rising above” difficult 

circumstances (e.g. initial cancer diagnosis), or simply getting through a difficult day or time (e.g. 

chemotherapy).   

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. Creative Sources of Meaning: Actively engaging in life through some creative endeavor (work, 

art, hobbies) and feeling a sense of pride toward this investment.  The process of “creating” 

one’s life and living to one’s full and unique potential.  These creative sources often require 

courage, commitment, and responsibility.  Examples are work, personal roles, hobbies, 

professional achievements, artistic endeavors, causes, and good deeds.   

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Experiential Sources of Meaning: This involves a more passive appreciation of joy in connecting 

with life through love, relationships (to oneself and loved ones), through beauty in nature or art, 

or humor.  You can connect with life through meaningful relationships, beloved pets, being in 

love, appreciating the beauty of nature, or artistic endeavors.  Or you can experience life with all 

of your senses, such as listening to a symphony or being inspired by a special book or sunset on 

the beach. The result is a sense of awe. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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