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Abstract We theorized and tested that people’s predictions of their future as brighter than 
the present fulfill an important purpose: they give a sense of meaning to life. We systemati-
cally tested this existentialist hypothesis by adopting a self-regulatory approach. Study 1 
indicates that envisioning a happier future helps people to find meaning in everyday life 
behaviors, provided that these are perceived to be instrumental for the pursuit of happiness. 
Consistently, Study 2 shows that envisioning such increases in future happiness is particu-
larly employed by those who are prone to seek meaning in life. Finally, Study 3 reveals that 
after people envision a brighter future their perceived meaning in life increases, and it does 
so especially for those prone to search for meaning in life. Together, these studies suggest 
that imagining future happiness in part serves the function of perceiving life as meaningful. 
This research is novel, and builds on and contributes to the literature on meaning making, 
happiness, well-being, and affective forecasting.

Keywords Happiness · Meaning · Existential psychology · Self-regulation · Affective 
forecasting

1 Introduction

Humans are skilled in anticipating the future and adjusting their behavior accordingly. 
Nonetheless, people often make incorrect predictions, whether this is due to mislead-
ing heuristics (e.g. Kahneman et  al. 1982) or by unrealistic optimism about the realiza-
tion of one’s goals (e.g. Radcliffe and Klein 2002; Weinstein 1980). Research documents 
that errors in people’s forecasting of affective states are common (e.g. Wilson et al. 2000; 

 * Wijnand A. P. van Tilburg 
 Wijnand.van_Tilburg@kcl.ac.uk

1 Department of Psychology, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology, and Neuroscience, King’s College 
London, Room 2.12, Addison House, Guy’s Campus, London, UK

2 Department of Psychology, University of Limerick, Limerick, Co. Limerick, Republic of Ireland

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9724-0603
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10902-018-9960-8&domain=pdf


542 W. A. P. van Tilburg, E. R. Igou 

1 3

Loewenstein and Schkade 1999; Wilson and Gilbert 2003). For example, people typically 
overestimate the duration and intensity of events, such as winning the lottery, a break-up, 
or failing to secure tenure (e.g. Brickman et al. 1978; Buehler and McFarland 2001; Gilbert 
et al. 1998; Schkade and Kahneman 1998). In addition, people are not only systematically 
biased when it comes to themselves, but they can be just as imprecise or even worse when 
it comes to predicting other people’s affective states (e.g. Igou 2008). Related research on 
unrealistic optimism consistently indicates that people paint overly bright pictures of their 
future encounters, and they are inclined to underestimate the likelihood that bad things will 
happen to them, especially compared to when making the same estimates for others (e.g. 
Weinstein 1980; Weinstein and Lachendro 1982).

Several reasons have been proposed and tested why people tend to be overly optimistic 
about future happiness, including the disregard of how contextual factors interfere with 
affective states (e.g. Wilson et al. 2000), ignorance regarding coping strategies that people 
employ when dealing with negative events (e.g. Gilbert et al. 1998; Igou 2008), lay theories 
about the progression of affect (e.g. Igou 2004), and self-enhancement (Heller et al. 2011). 
Essentially, although humans may have the exceptional ability to envision the future, such 
forecasts often come with errors and biases (e.g. Wilson and Gilbert 2003).

2  Dreaming of a Bright Future: Anticipated Happiness

One striking domain of forecasting errors concerns people’s biased anticipation of their 
own overall well-being, life satisfaction, and, especially relevant to the present investiga-
tion, happiness (e.g. Wilson et al. 2000). Happiness is an evaluative state that offers key 
insight into the welfare of people; it can be regarded as the one of the most important 
human motives (e.g. Seligman et al. 2005; Peterson et al. 2005). Indeed, being happy is 
associated with a host of important individual and social factors, including longevity (e.g. 
Deeg and Van Zonneveld 1989), altruism (e.g. Post 2005), and creative processes (e.g. 
Pannells and Claxton 2008), just to name a few. Moreover, people ascribe high importance 
to subjective well-being as a general goal in life (e.g. Diener 2000), and this goal shapes 
self-regulatory behavior accordingly (e.g. Larsen and Prizmic 2004; Ryan and Deci 2000). 
People strive in the hope for improvement in a range of areas, and one of these desired 
improvements is associated with a central desirable psychological state: happiness.

The affective forecasting literature has documented people’s anticipated and overesti-
mated affective responses to specific negative and positive events (see Wilson and Gilbert 
2003). Moreover, people generally anticipate becoming happier in the future (e.g. Hel-
ler et al. 2011; Robinson and Ryff 1999). It is, of course, pleasant to think that the future 
will be brighter than the present, but research shows that changes in affective states are 
usually much less durable than people believe (e.g. Wilson and Gilbert 2003; Igou 2004). 
Moreover, major and lasting changes in happiness over the course of life are rather the 
exception than the norm (Brickman and Campbell 1971; Brickman et al. 1978; Diener and 
Diener 1996; Diener et al. 2006). Although happiness varies with age—typically yielding 
a U-shaped relationship (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004)—this association is fairly small, 
with minor changes materializing over the course of a decade (e.g. Mroczek and Kolarz 
1998, p. 1341). Unfortunately, people adapt more easily to new positive circumstances, 
such as winning the lottery or living in sunny Southern California, than expected (Schkade 
and Kahneman 1998), and any increase in happiness is often much shorter and less imper-
ishable than people believe (Brickman and Campbell 1971; Diener et  al. 2006). In sum, 
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people seem to hold the belief that they will become happier in the future; yet, there is little 
evidence to suggest that, on average, people become happier over the course of a lifetime.

3  The Existential Benefit of Anticipated Happiness

The finding that, on average, happiness does not change much over a lifetime begets the 
question why people nonetheless envision a brighter future for themselves. This happiness 
bias in forecasting may, in part, be rooted in particular cognitive processes (e.g. Wilson and 
Gilbert 2003; Igou 2004); however, we focus here on a motivational process. Specifically, 
we pose that envisioning a brighter future is partly motivated by a valuable existential ben-
efit: It serves as a vehicle to perceive one’s life as meaningful.

3.1  The Quest for Meaning

The psychological study of ‘meaning’ has gained much attention in recent years. Psycholo-
gists have studied the benefits associated with perceiving life as meaningful (e.g. Steger 
et al. 2006), and the psychological responses to threats to such perceptions (e.g. Greenberg 
et al. 1986, 2004; Proulx and Heine 2006). Perceiving life as meaningful reflects that one 
can make sense of life, at least in terms of explaining it according to a coherent frame 
of reference such as a cultural worldview, political ideology, or religion (Greenberg et al. 
2004; Heine et al. 2006).

Importantly, perceiving life as meaningful is conceptually and experientially differ-
ent from simply living a happy life, although this may certainly co-occur. As extensively 
discussed and tested by Baumeister et al. (2013; see also Steger et al. 2006), differences 
between the constructs include that happiness seems to be largely rooted in biological fac-
tors, whereas meaningfulness seems to originate more from cultural factors. Moreover, 
meaningfulness and happiness correlate in opposite ways with constructs such as pro-
social orientations. Indeed, Baumeister and colleagues establish the notion that people may 
sometimes lead an unhappy but meaningful life, characterized by extensive worry and con-
templation, as opposed to people who consider life to be happy but meaningless, perhaps 
typified by a carefree and selfish lifestyle. Thus, happiness and meaning in life are corre-
lated but conceptually and experientially different phenomena. More formally, according 
to the configurative perspective by Shmotkin and Shrira (2013) well-being and meaning in 
life are related, but serve distinct regulatory processes where these factors conjointly allow 
individuals to be resilient in the face of adverse life events or threats.

The pursuit and maintenance of meaning in life have pervasive effects on information 
processing and behavior, such as seeking patterns and structure (Proulx and Heine 2006), 
derogating outgroups (Van Tilburg and Igou 2011b), eating and drinking behavior (e.g. 
Moynihan et al. 2015; Wisman 2006), and bolstering meaning-laden worldviews or ideolo-
gies (e.g. Maher et al. 2013; Greenberg et al. 2004; Van Tilburg and Igou 2011a). Perceiv-
ing life as meaningful is a valuable asset to human functioning and correlates with desir-
able qualities such as life satisfaction, happiness, and work-enjoyment (e.g. Bonebright 
et  al. 2000), suggesting that at least on average meaning in life and affect are positively 
associated.

In recent years, the link between meaning and positive affect in general received 
increasing empirical attention. Experimental and correlational work by King et al. (2006), 
for example, indicated that people who possess dispositional high positive affect or were 
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induced with positive affect in turn reported greater perceived meaning in life. Follow-up 
research (Hicks et al. 2010) further confirmed that everyday life positive affect is a key pre-
dictor of perceived meaning in life. We build on these earlier findings by recognizing the 
connection between perceptions of meaning and the experience of forms of positive affect, 
and in particular happiness. Different from this existing literature, however, we extended 
this investigation into the domain of forecasted happiness. Thus, we examined the link 
between meaning and anticipated happiness to shed light on the role that forecasting happi-
ness plays for meaning-regulation in the present.

3.2  Meaning and Anticipated Happiness

How and why might anticipated happiness relate to people’s quest for meaning? As hap-
piness is an overarching goal in life for many, anticipating happiness provides meaning for 
subgoals and behaviors that are instrumental for this overarching goal (e.g. Van Tilburg 
and Igou 2013a). Specifically, adopting the belief that life will bring happiness makes one’s 
behaviors that are believed to facilitate this future state seem meaningful. Thus, envision-
ing a brighter, happier future enables people to identify and capitalize on the meaning of 
their everyday life behaviors. If anticipated happiness serves as a tool for affirming the 
meaningfulness of one’s behaviors, then in particular the people who search for meaning, 
compared to their less meaning searching counterparts, should envision relatively large 
happiness gains in the future in their attempt to imbue their behaviors with meaning.

The hypothesis that an overarching goal, such as the acquisition of happiness, lends 
meaning to behaviors is novel and broadly consistent with recent findings on the self-reg-
ulatory mechanisms that underlie meaning-appraisals. Based on research on the structure 
of goals and motivation (e.g. Heckhausen and Heckhausen 2008; Kruglanski et al. 2002), 
and self-determination literature (e.g. Deci and Ryan 2000; Ryan and Deci 2004), Van Til-
burg and Igou (2013a) found that when a particular behavior (e.g. training for a marathon) 
becomes associated with an overarching goal (e.g. celebrating one’s victory over cancer), 
then the behavior is perceived to be more meaningful compared to when an overarching 
goal is absent or not salient. In addition, research suggests that those suffering from dis-
tress and dissatisfaction are more inclined to forecast a happier future (Busseri et al. 2008), 
and indicators of distress and dissatisfaction in turn correlate positively with the search 
for meaning (Steger et al. 2006). Furthermore, research on individual differences suggests 
that those who are optimistic about their future tend to have a greater sense of meaning in 
life (Steger et al. 2006). Moreover, research by Kim et al. (2014) indicates that meaning is 
typically associated with a focus on long-term benefits as opposed to the near future. Taken 
together, these findings are consistent with the idea that anticipating happiness serves, in 
part, as a self-regulatory goal to obtain a sense of meaning in life.

3.3  The Roles of Meaning Search and Behavioral Instrumentality

Our general assumption holds that people make positive happiness forecasts in part to har-
ness its proposed benefits for attaining a sense of meaning in life. This existential perspec-
tive on anticipated happiness rests on basic self-regulatory assumptions. The existential 
usefulness of anticipating happiness is conditional on the degree to which people search 
for meaning in life, with forecasting a bright future being particularly useful when people 
are high (vs. low) in search of meaning in life. Further, the effects of anticipated happiness 
and meaning in life depend on the instrumentality of means available to pursue happiness. 
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Anticipated increases in happiness are likely to lend meaning particularly to those behav-
iors that seem instrumental for a happier future (Van Tilburg and Igou 2011b, 2013b, 
2017). In contrast, the perceived meaningfulness of behaviors that are not instrumental 
for this happier future is likely to remain unaffected, or even diminish, when people envi-
sion future happiness. For example, anticipating a happier future may help people to find 
greater meaning in the behavior of making friends, assuming that people generally consider 
it to be a source of happiness. However, anticipating a happier future may not enhance the 
perceived meaningfulness of watching soaps on television, assuming that people generally 
consider it to be a less potent source of happiness.

Overall, we propose that anticipated increases in happiness affirm the meaningfulness 
of behaviors that are instrumental for the pursuit of happiness, but not those that are rela-
tively non-instrumental for the pursuit of happiness. In fact, it might well be that anticipat-
ing future happiness further reduces the perceived meaning attributed to behaviors low in 
instrumentality towards this envisioned happier future. King and colleagues (2006) found 
that positive affect increased the differentiation between tasks seen as more or less mean-
ingful (see also Trope et al. 2006). In particular, they found that positive affect enhanced 
the perceived meaningfulness of meaningful tasks, but undermined the perceived mean-
ingfulness of tasks that were meaningless to start with. According to King and colleagues 
(2006), this differentiation might reflect that positive affect “may be thought of as a readi-
ness or preparedness for meaningful experience” (p. 189), which, consistent with our 
own work on the topic (Van Tilburg and Igou 2013a) may make people differentiate more 
between the usefulness of particular tasks for the pursuit of goals (here: future happiness). 
Thus, we anticipated that anticipated future happiness may not only increase the perceived 
meaningfulness of behaviors that are highly instrumental towards this happier future, but 
may simultaneously decrease the perceived meaningfulness of behaviors that contribute 
little towards this happier future.

4  Study Overview

In Study 1, we examined experimentally whether imagining an increase in future happi-
ness enhanced the meaningfulness of behaviors in the present. Next, we tested in Study 2 
whether anticipated happiness was more pronounced for people high (vs. low) in search for 
meaning in life to test the motivational process underlying these forecasts. Study 3 inte-
grated these prior approaches by testing whether the meaning gained from experimentally 
induced anticipated happiness were more pronounced for people high (vs. low) in search 
for meaning in life.

4.1  Study 1: Anticipated Happiness Imbues Behavior with Meaning

In Study 1, we tested if anticipated happiness yields an existential benefit by bestowing 
meaning to behaviors in the present. Specifically, if anticipated happiness has this proposed 
existential function, then meaningfulness would be attributed to behaviors that serve future 
happiness compared to behaviors that do not serve this goal. In order to test this predic-
tion, we manipulated the degree of anticipated happiness and then measured evaluations of 
the meaningfulness of behaviors. Anticipated happiness was manipulated by having par-
ticipants either focus on happiness in the future or on the future without explicit reference 
to happiness (control condition). Given that this procedure would make future happiness 
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more salient in one than in the other condition, we predicted increases in anticipated hap-
piness in the experimental versus the control condition. Importantly, based on our assump-
tion that happiness forecasts yield an existential benefit, we further expected that a focus on 
future happiness would increase the meaningfulness of one’s behavior.

If anticipated happiness has the hypothesized existential benefit of identifying mean-
ing in one’s behavior, then this likely only applies to behaviors that are perceived to be 
instrumental for happiness and not to behaviors that are of little perceived instrumental-
ity for obtaining future happiness. We thus included an additional variation to test for the 
benefit of anticipated happiness. Specifically, we contrasted three clusters of four behaviors 
perceived as generally high versus moderate versus low in their instrumentality for con-
tributing to a happy future. We predicted that the future happiness focus would increase 
the perceived meaningfulness of behaviors that serve the happiness goal, but that it would 
decrease the perceived meaningfulness of the less instrumental behaviors.

4.1.1  Method

4.1.1.1 Participants and  Design Fifty students (13 men, 37 women; Mage  =  19.22, 
SD = 1.49) took part in a 2 (future focus: happier vs. control) × 3 (behavior cluster: high 
instrumentality vs. neutral vs. low instrumentality) mixed subjects design with the future 
focus variation as between-subjects factor and the behavior cluster as within subjects fac-
tor. Post-hoc power analysis for this 2 × 3 mixed design indicated a power of (1 − β) = .91 
for detecting effects of η2 = .10, assuming a two-tailed α of .05, and a correlation between 
repeated measures of r = − .25.

4.1.1.2 Materials and  Procedure Students were approached on campus and asked for 
their willingness to take part in a short paper-and-pencil study. Upon agreement, partici-
pants gave their informed consent and reported demographic information. Participants in 
the happier future focus condition were then requested to jot down three happy things that 
they anticipated in the future; participants in the control condition instead listed future 
things without being explicitly instructed that these related to happiness. Thus, although 
participants focused on the future in both conditions, only in the happier future focus condi-
tion they explicitly focused on potentially becoming happier. We then instructed participants 
to “Consider the following list of behaviors and consider how meaningful you think they 
are. Please rank these behaviors in the order from 1 to 12, with 1 being the most meaningful 
behavior and 12 being the least meaningful”. We conducted two pilot studies in order to test 
for the effectiveness of the experimental manipulation and the instrumentality associated 
with each of the 12 behaviors.

4.1.1.3 Pilot Study 1: Anticipation of  Greater Happiness A pilot study among thirty-
nine students confirmed that those who focused on a happier future anticipated happiness 
to a greater extent (M = 5.72, SD = 1.02) compared to the control condition (M = 5.00, 
SD = 1.12), F(1, 36) = 4.28, p = .05, η2 = .11, rated on the item “To what extent do you 
think that you will become happier in the future?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). The 
manipulation was thus effective.

4.1.1.4 Pilot Study 2: Behaviors as Source of Happiness We generated 12 behaviors as 
part of a lab meeting discussion. In a pilot study, fifteen students then ranked these twelve 
behaviors The results indicated that the four most instrumental behaviors for future hap-
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piness, among students, were visiting family, making friends, having a laugh, and party-
ing, which we subsequently labeled the high instrumentality behavior cluster (M = 3.40, 
SD = .77). The least helpful behaviors, according to students, were saving money, watching 
a movie, snacking, and watching soaps on television (M = 9.40, SD = .89). These four behav-
iors were subsequently labeled the low instrumentality behavior cluster. The four remain-
ing behaviors, exercising, attending a concert, eating healthy, and studying were ranked in 
between (M = 6.72, SD = 1.27) and hence constituted our neutral behavior cluster.

At the end of each pilot study and the main study, we explained to participants the goals 
of each study and thanked them for their participation.

4.1.2  Results

Average evaluation scores were computed for each cluster with low numbers indicating 
greater perceived meaningfulness. The behaviors’ evaluations were subjected to a repeated 
measure ANOVA with the forecast focus manipulation as between-subjects factor and the 
behavior cluster (high vs. neutral vs. low instrumentality) as within-subject factor. The 
results indicated no main effect of the future focus manipulation (F < 1), a main effect of 
the behaviors’ cluster, F(2, 47) = 335.07, p < .001, η2 = .77, and the critical interaction, 
F(2, 47) = 5.25, p < .01, η2 = .06 (illustrated in Fig. 1).

The high instrumentality behavior cluster received, on average, the lowest scores 
(i.e. most meaningful; M = 3.59, SD =  .94), followed by the neutral cluster (M = 7.32, 
SD  =  1.41); the highest scores were given to the low instrumentality behavior clus-
ter (M  =  8.60, SD  =  1.20). Importantly, participants who focused on a happy future 
scored the behaviors of the high instrumentality cluster as lower (i.e. more meaningful; 
M = 3.33, SD = .94) compared to those in the control condition (M = 3.85, SD = 1.00), 
F(1, 48)  =  4.11, p  =  .05, η2  =  .08. The opposite was true for the behaviors in the low 
value behavior cluster which were scored higher among those who focused on a happier 
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Fig. 1  Meaningfulness of Behavior Following the Future Focus Manipulation (Study 1). The ranked mean-
ingfulness of three behavior clusters of participants who focused on future happiness relative to control 
condition. Lower averages indicate greater perceived meaningfulness
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future (M = 9.00, SD = 1.04) compared to the control condition (M = 8.20, SD = 1.24), 
F(1, 48) = 6.14, p = .02, η2 = .11. No significant differences existed between the neutral 
behavior scores of the happier future focus condition (M = 7.18, SD = 1.20) compared to 
the control condition (M = 7.45, SD = 1.61; F < 1).

4.1.3  Discussion

In the current study, we examined whether anticipated happiness yields an existential 
benefit. Specifically, we proposed that envisioning a happy future contributes to the per-
ceived meaningfulness of behaviors deemed instrumental in the pursuit of this envisioned 
increases in happiness. Indeed, the results confirmed that those focusing on future happi-
ness ranked behaviors as more meaningful relative to a control condition. Moreover, this 
increase in perceived meaningfulness did not occur for all behaviors indiscriminately, but 
was specific to those that were deemed highly instrumental for facilitating happiness.

These results reflect that increased happiness forecasts contribute to perceived mean-
ingfulness of behavior, but only for behavior that serves happiness. When behavior is not 
instrumental for this goal, then anticipating happiness reduces the perceived meaningful-
ness of that behavior. The results are consistent with our assumption that happiness fore-
casts serve the superordinate goal of perceiving everyday life as meaningful and that peo-
ple focus on activities that are instrumental for this goal. These findings are also consistent 
with those by King and colleagues (2006), but show how not only present but also antici-
pated future positive affect (here, happiness) contributes to meaning. Study 2 and 3 further 
tested the existential function of anticipating happiness by considering a crucial variable: 
search for meaning in life.

4.2  Study 2: Search for Meaning in Life Amplifies Anticipated Happiness

In Study 2, we tested the existential function of anticipated happiness from a different 
angle. Based on our reasoning that imagining a happier future can help to obtain a sense 
of meaning, we predicted that people who are strongly searching for meaning in life, com-
pared to their less searching counterparts, will be particularly likely to a future replete with 
happiness. Thus, by conceptualizing search for meaning as a predictor, we directly exam-
ined the motivational function that search for meaning in life plays in shaping happiness 
anticipations.

4.2.1  Method

4.2.1.1 Participants and Design Eighty-seven students (24 men, 62 women, 1 unspeci-
fied; Mage = 24.36, SD = 7.57) were approached on campus and were willing to take part in 
the study. Post-hoc power analysis for a multiple regression analysis with three predictors 
indicated a power of (1 − β) = .88 for an overall R2 of .15, assuming a two-tailed α of .05.1

4.2.1.2 Materials and  Procedure After giving informed consent and reporting demo-
graphics, participants completed the meaning in life questionnaire (Steger et al. 2006). This 

1 Note that the multilevel nature of these data likely increased the power of each predictor given that each 
participant contributed more than 1 data-entry.
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measurement consists of two conceptually distinct subscales that assess people’s search for 
meaning in life (e.g. “I am looking for something that makes my life meaningful”; α = .89) 
and their perceived presence of meaning in life (“My life has a clear sense of purpose”; 
α = .88; after recoding the reversed item). Each subscale is measured with five items that 
have to be rated on seven-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Next, we 
asked them to rate their current happiness with the item “On the whole, how happy would 
you say you are?” on a 10 point scale from 1 (totally unhappy) to 10 (totally happy). Partici-
pants rated on similar scales how happy they expected to be in 1–5 years from the present.

4.2.2  Results and Discussion

4.2.2.1 Expected Happiness We entered the happiness ratings in a random intercept mul-
tilevel analysis with the participant as higher level, and the six happiness ratings as lower 
level. Linear and quadratic effects of the target time distance of the happiness forecasts (0 
through 5 years) were then added as fixed predictors of happiness. Importantly, we also 
added as fixed predictors participants’ averaged search for meaning in life and the interac-
tion between the search for meaning in life with the linear effect of time.

The analysis revealed both a significant linear effect of time distance, γ = .26, Se = .10, 
t(509)  =  2.55, p  =  .014, a significant quadratic effect of time distance on happiness, 
γ  =  −  .04, Se  =  .01, t(509)  =  2.55, p  =  .011, and a significant effect of the search for 
meaning in life, γ = −  .32, Se = .11, t(509) = 2.98 p =  .003. These results indicate that 
happiness was generally expected to increase as a function of time, and that this expected 
increase gradually reached a ceiling. Moreover, the search for meaning in life was associ-
ated with somewhat lower overall happiness. Importantly, however, the more participants 
were in search for meaning in life, the more they anticipated their happiness to increase, 
as signified by a significant interaction effect, γ = .05, Se = .02, t(509) = 3.47, p = .001.2 
These results imply that, as predicted, people who are searching for meaning in life imag-
ine a brighter future compared to those less in search for meaning. Figure  2 provides a 
graphical illustration of these findings where the modeled expected happiness forecasts are 
plotted at 1 standard deviation below and above the sample’s average search for meaning 
in life.

We conducted the same multilevel analysis as before but added the averaged presence 
of meaning in life scores and the presence of meaning in life × linear time distance inter-
action as fixed predictors of participants’ happiness ratings. The results of this analysis 
were very similar of the previous multilevel model. A significant linear effect of the dis-
tance in time, γ =  .26, Se =  .10, t(418.84) = 2.56, p =  .011, and a significant quadratic 
effect of time distance on happiness were observed, γ = − .04, Se = .01, t(419.18) = 2.63, 
p  =  .009. In addition, a significant effect of presence of meaning in life was observed, 
γ = .80, Se = .16, t(114.64) = 4.96, p < .001, as well as a significant presence of meaning 
in life × time interaction, γ = − .07, Se = .03, t(419.93) = 2.85, p = .005, suggesting that 
the more participants viewed their lives to be meaningful, the happier they were and the 
less they expected happiness to increase over time. Also, the effect of search for mean-
ing in life was reliable, γ = − .32, Se = .10, t(114.03) = 3.35, p = .001. Most importantly, 

2 We estimated pseudo-R2 values for these predictors in a stepwise approach, with each model gaining in 
complexity: relative to the empty-model, the psudo-R2 for the linear effect of time was, R2

p
 =  .33; time’s 

quadratic effect (when added to the previous model) yielded, R2

p
 = .02; meaning search gave, R2

p
 = .02; the 

linear time × meaning search interaction gave, R2

p
 = .03.
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however, the critical interaction between time and participants’ search for meaning in life 
remained significant and was very similar in magnitude as in the original analysis, γ = .05, 
Se = .01, t(418.50) = 3.55, p < .001.3

In the current study, we tested whether imagined increases in happiness serve an exis-
tential function by considering individual difference in search for meaning in life. As pre-
dicted, participants high in search for meaning in life anticipated greater happiness than 
other participants. In addition, the interaction between increased anticipated happiness and 
search for meaning in life remained significant after controlling for actual presence of per-
ceived meaning in life. Overall, this study demonstrates that people who search for mean-
ing in life are particularly inclined to imagine a happier future.

Fig. 2  Forecasted and Observed Happiness as a Function Time and the Search for Meaning in Life (Study 
2). Four regression lines representing the modeled associations of real age with participants’ observed hap-
piness (between subjects effect), and the modeled increase in happiness that participants expected over 
5  years (within subjects fixed effect), all plotted at one standard deviation below and above the average 
search for meaning in life. Note that direct comparisons between the two observed happiness lines with the 
two current and predicted happiness lines should be made with caution as these lines reflect estimates from 
different levels of analysis

3 We again estimated pseudo-R2 values for these predictors in a stepwise approach, with each model gain-
ing in complexity: relative to the empty-model, the psudo-R2 for the linear effect of time was R2

p
  =  .33; 

time’s quadratic effect (when added to the previous model) yielded, R2

p
  =  .02; meaning presence (when 

added) yielded R2

p
 = .02; the linear time × meaning presence interaction gave R2

p
 = .02; meaning search then 

yielded R2

p
 = .00; the linear time × meaning search interaction gave R2

p
 = .03.
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4.3  Study 3: Anticipated Happiness and Meaning in Life

In Study 3, we combined the approaches of the previous studies in order to test the existen-
tial function and benefit of anticipated happiness by both manipulating anticipated happi-
ness and measuring people’s search for meaning in life. After observing in Study 1 that a 
focus on a happier looming future accentuates the meaning attributed to specific behaviors, 
complemented by the finding from Study 2 that predictions of increased happiness become 
more pronounced with increasing levels of meaning search, we next examined whether 
people consider life to become more meaningful after imagining a happier future.

Importantly, similar to Study 2 we examined the moderating effect of search for mean-
ing to test whether the predicted meaning boost stemming from considering a happier 
future is partly originating from this motivational source. We predicted that by having peo-
ple focus on increasing future happiness (vs. control) subsequently increases anticipated 
meaning in life, especially among people high in search for meaning in life.

4.3.1  Method

4.3.1.1 Participants and Design Eighty-two students (17 men, 65 women; Mage = 22.17, 
SD = 6.35) took part in the study. Participants were randomly assigned to either a happier 
future focus or control condition. Post-hoc power analysis for a multiple regression analysis 
with three predictors indicated a power of (1 − β) = .91 for an overall R2 of .15, assuming 
a two-tailed α of .05.

4.3.1.2 Materials and Procedure Participants gave their informed consent and reported 
demographic information. After completing the search for meaning in life scale (α = .92; 
Steger et al. 2006; see Study 2), they were assigned to either the happiness focus condition 
or the control future condition (see Study 1). After the manipulation, participants engaged 
in forecasting happiness and meaning in life by indicating their responses to the items “To 
what extent do you think that your happiness will increase in the future?” and “To what 
extent do you think that your perceived meaning in life will increase in the future?” on scales 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

4.3.2  Results and Discussion

A one-way ANOVA confirmed that relative to the control condition (M = 4.78, SD = 1.12), 
the focus on a happier future amplified levels of anticipated happiness (M  =  5.36, 
SD = 1.14), F(1, 80) = 5.41, p = .02, η2 = .06. Thus, the manipulation was effective.

A multiple-regression analysis with the effect coded forecasting manipulation 
(−  1  =  control, 1  =  happier future focus), the standardized search for meaning in life 
scores, and their interaction as predictors of meaning in life indicated a significant interac-
tion effect, B = .40, Se = .17, t(78) = 2.39, p = .02, as well as a significant partial effect 
of search for meaning, B = .64, Se = .17, t(78) = 3.90, p < .001; the partial effect of the 
manipulation was not significant (t < 1). A simple slope analysis (Hayes and Matthes 2009) 
confirmed that the search for meaning in life was significantly and positively associated 
with anticipated meaning in life amongst those who focused on a happier future, B = 1.04, 
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Se = .22, t(78) = 4.75, p < .001, whereas no reliable association emerged for the control 
condition, B = .25, Se = .25, t(78) = 1.01, p = .32 (Fig. 3).4

Overall, conceptually replicating Study 1, the current study indicated that anticipating 
future happiness increases anticipated meaningfulness. Moreover, consistent with Study 2, 
those who are strongly searching for meaning in life used the opportunity to reflect on a 
happier future to make future life seem more meaningful, as opposed to people who were 
less searching for meaning in life. Extending Study 1 and 2, Study 3 thus shows how that 
the imagined increase in future happiness among those high in meaning search subse-
quently lends more anticipated meaning. Thus, this experiment integrates and completes 
the prior studies by demonstrating that anticipating a happier future yields the existential 
benefit of envisioning a more meaningful life, a strategy employed especially by those high 
in search for meaning in life.

5  General Discussion

People wish to be happy and many behaviors are indeed in some way directed at optimiz-
ing or increasing happiness and related qualities such as well-being and life satisfaction 
(e.g. Larsen and Prizmic 2004; Ryan and Deci 2000). We argued that people envision the 

Fig. 3  Anticipated Meaning 
in Life as a Function of Future 
Focus Manipulation and the 
Search for Meaning in Life 
(Study 3). Bars represent the 
predicted levels of anticipated 
happiness gains for − 1 and + 1 
standard deviation above the 
mean search for meaning

4 Interestingly, people who imagined a happier (vs control) future (1) anticipate more happiness, and (2) 
subsequently anticipated a more meaningful life. This indirect effect, from imagining a happier future to 
perceiving more meaning in life through anticipated happiness gains, was stronger for those high in search 
for meaning in life. Thus, especially those searching for meaning used forecasted happiness gains as a way 
to imbue their life with meaning. While the results of this conditional mediation process are in line with 
our reasoning, we decided not to report these results given the relatively low sample size for this complex 
analysis. We are happy to share details with those interested.
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future to be brighter than the present, even though such future projections tend in reality to 
be biased (e.g. Brickman and Campbell 1971; Diener et al. 2006; Wilson and Gilbert 2003; 
Schkade and Kahneman 1998; Wilson et  al. 2000). Importantly, we proposed that these 
anticipated increases in happiness serve an existential function by imbuing behaviors with 
purpose and boosting meaning in life.

We tested the existential function of anticipated happiness in a series of three studies. 
In Study 1, we examined the link between happiness and meaningfulness as a function of 
the type of behavior people engage in. Specifically, we manipulated the focus on a hap-
pier future and the instrumentality of behaviors as source of happiness. We found that hav-
ing people reflect on future happiness increases made them perceived behaviors that were 
highly instrumental for happiness as more meaningful than in the control condition; behav-
iors that were not instrumental for happiness were perceived as less meaningful than in 
the control condition. Consistent with our hypothesis about the role of happiness, Study 2 
demonstrated that people high in search for meaning in life imagined the future to be par-
ticularly happy compared to their less meaning-searching counterparts. Finally, in Study 
3 we tested the relationship between happiness and meaningfulness by combining search 
for meaning and by examining the effect of anticipated happiness on envisioned meaning 
in life. The results revealed that those high in search of meaning indeed anticipate a sense 
of meaning in life as a result of forecasting this brighter future. This last study thus rep-
licated and complimented Study 1 and Study 2 by examining the process through which 
people who search for meaning use anticipated happiness to imbue life with the anticipated 
meaning they seek. Overall, these studies indicate that imagining a brighter future yields an 
important existential benefit: It serves as a strategy to find meaning in life.

5.1  Implication and Future Directions

In recent years, the importance of viewing life as meaningful and the far-reaching impli-
cations of the pursuit of meaning have been documented in many studies (see Greenberg 
et  al. 2004; Steger et  al. 2006). For example, threats to appraising life or behaviors as 
meaningful trigger the detection of patterns and structure (Proulx and Heine 2006), the 
derogation of outgroups (Van Tilburg and Igou 2011b), and the protection or valuation of 
cultural symbols (McGregor et al. 1998; Van Tilburg and Igou 2011a), just to name a few.

In the current research, we examined the dynamic interaction between the presence and 
search for meaning in life with current and anticipated happiness. Although happiness and 
meaning are associated with each other and may both be considered necessary ingredients 
to achieve a general sense of well-being (Steger et al. 2006), it is important to stress that 
happiness and meaning are distinct psychological experiences (e.g. Heintzelman and King 
2014), on conceptual as well as empirically levels of analysis. This argument is particularly 
well articulated by Baumeister and colleagues (2013). These authors suggest that whereas 
happiness, at least in its fundamental form, is associated with the satisfactory of needs and 
wants, meaning can be derived from more cognitively and emotional complex processes 
such as the identification of a significant, and not yet satisfied, purpose. They illustrate this 
with the example of an oppressed political activist, who is unhappy with life as it is, but 
nonetheless finds meaning in anticipated future changes. Indeed, happiness and meaning 
are also empirically distinct. For example, Baumeister and colleagues (2013) found that 
meaningfulness was more strongly characterized by other-benefitting intentions such as 
buying gifts and waiting for others than happiness. Thus, albeit interrelated, happiness and 
meaning are distinct psychological experiences.
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We proposed that the anticipation of happiness may serve the distinct experience of 
meaning in life. We examined this assumption from an existential psychological perspec-
tive. Future research should specify whether for people who value happiness more than 
others the relationship is stronger than for people who focus less on happiness. This dif-
ferentiation touches on distinctions between hedonists versus non-hedonist, hedonic ver-
sus eudaimonic well-being or subjective versus psychological well-being (e.g. Keyes et al. 
2002; Fredrickson et al. 2013, 2015). For example, for non-hedonists the predictive value 
of happiness for meaning in life is likely to be lower than for hedonists. Certainly, with 
hedonism serving as a source of meaning, in particular for some people within a given 
culture, differences between cultures are likely (e.g. Hofstede et  al. 2010). We have not 
examined such moderating influences, however, we suspect that they exist and suggest that 
future research addresses these issues.

Besides potential cultural differences, is it likely that individual differences moderate 
the effect we report. For example, people who are high in neuroticism tend to anticipate 
more negative emotional responses to future events, and extraverts instead tend to antici-
pate more positive affective responses (Hoerger and Quirk 2010). This raises the possi-
bility that people high in neuroticism and extraversion may forecast less and more happi-
ness gains, respectively. Considering one’s future is therefore likely to lend less perceived 
meaning to those high in neuroticism whereas the opposite can be predicted for those high 
in extraversion. Likewise, the individual circumstances that people go through in life will 
likely affect the strength of the association between anticipated happiness and meaning in 
life (e.g. across stressful and non-stressful events; Shmotkin and Shrira 2013) and the ten-
dency to forecast a happier future in general. People who suffer from depression, for exam-
ple, tend to anticipate a bleaker future because they use their affective state in the present 
as proxy for that in the future (Marroquín and Nolen-Hoeksema 2015). Likely, these people 
do not gain the perceived meaning from envisioning their future as the people in our stud-
ies did. Examining individual differences and variations in personal circumstances will fur-
ther enhance our understanding of the link between forecasted happiness and perceptions 
of meaning in behavior and life.

A common denominator across many behaviors directed at protecting or establishing 
meaning is that they typically involve the increased adherence to or bolstering of world-
views, ideologies, and values available in the present (e.g. Heine et al. 2006). The findings 
from the current investigation suggest that meaning can also be found or derived through 
envisioning the future. Our research thus adds to the study of meaning that perspectives of 
the future are harnessed by people in the attempt to imbue everyday behavior with mean-
ing. Possibly, people who have particular difficulty in perceiving their current life as mean-
ingful, for example in the face of temporary adversity such as job loss or trauma, may find 
meaning again in their activities by focusing on a potentially brighter future.

People are, on average, overly optimistic about state of their future affect (Wilson and 
Gilbert 2003). Besides this general optimistic trend, it is possible that individuals higher 
in dispositional optimism are particularly prone to anticipate a brighter future. Individ-
ual differences in optimism correlate with factors such as life satisfaction (Jovanovic and 
Gavrilov-Jerkovic 2013) and lower stress (Pacheco and Kamble 2016) in the present, as 
well as the over-anticipation of future fortunate events (Radcliffe and Klein 2002; Wein-
stein 1980). As mentioned earlier, a limitation of the current research is that we did not 
assess and control for individual differences in optimism. Steger and colleagues (2006) 
did not find a significant correlation between search for meaning in life and optimism, but 
they did find a moderately positive significant correlation between perceived presence of 
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meaning in life and optimism. Future research will do well to include optimism as addi-
tional variable to test the robustness of our results after controlling for this important 
variable.

Future research should address a role of search for meaning in life that we did not exam-
ine in our studies. Possibly, the effect of anticipated happiness on perceived meaning of 
specific behaviors is moderated by meaning search. In line with our approach, we would 
expect that for people with higher (vs. lower) levels of search for meaning the impact 
of anticipated happiness on perceived meaningfulness of specific behaviors ought to be 
stronger.

Another limitation of our research is its cultural boundaries. In Study 1, we examined 
the perceived meaningfulness of specific behaviors that were ranked as more or less instru-
mental to future happiness within a student population. The purpose of Study 1 was to 
investigate if the instrumentality towards happiness that these specific behaviors repre-
sented mattered in people’s judgements of their meaningfulness. Would members of dif-
ferent populations (e.g. non-European or American cultures) judge these behaviors simi-
larly meaningful as in Study 1? If so, would these behaviors be rated differently in their 
instrumentality? Accordingly, it is possible that other behaviors are seen as more meaning-
ful when people forecast a brighter future. Essentially, envisioning a happier future should 
increase the perceived meaningfulness of behaviors instrumental towards that future state, 
and which behaviors those are will naturally depend on cultural and individual character-
istics. Future research should examine if culture or individual differences moderate these 
effects and if this moderation affects which behaviors are seen as more or less instrumental.

Future happiness is not the only source of meaning within processes of ‘mental time 
travelling’. Research indicates that people benefit from a particular view of the past: nos-
talgic reverie, especially when confronted with threats to perceived meaning in life, such 
as mortality salience (Juhl et al. 2010; Routledge et al. 2006) or boredom (Van Tilburg and 
Igou 2012, 2016). Nostalgia is triggered by the desire to find meaning and it increases the 
perceived meaning of life (e.g. Routledge et al. 2011; Sedikides et al. 2004; Van Tilburg 
et al. 2013; Wildschut et al. 2006). Together, the current study of happiness forecasts and 
earlier findings on nostalgic evocation suggest that the repertoire available to those who 
seek to find meaning surpasses the presence; it encompasses the past and the future.

5.2  Is ignorance bliss?

It does not come as a surprise that people are biased when making predictions about their 
lives (e.g. Wilson and Gilbert 2003). Going beyond this notion, our studies show that 
potentially unrealistic predictions of happiness gains instill meaning in people’s lives. Our 
findings thus raise the question of whether or not people should be discouraged to hold 
unrealistically biased expectations of the future, or that they should continue to ‘dream 
on.’ People may spend years of their lives pursuing a dream that will never come true, with 
the risk of bitter realization that their past pursuit of happiness was largely in vain. It is 
important to note, however, that the current research did not address how the engagement 
in meaningful behavior in turn affects happiness. Possibly, a lack of perceived meaning in 
our activities leaves us more unhappy, and maintaining the illusion of a brighter future may 
thus help us to at least prevent things from getting any worse.

Research in the domain of existential psychology suggests that adhering to religion, 
psychologically defined in-groups, or cultural believes helps people maintain the view that 
life has some greater purpose or meaning (e.g. Heine et al. 2006). People who fail to estab-
lish the view that life is meaningful are at greater risk of depression, suicidal ideation, and 
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committing suicide. Perhaps the anticipation of increases in happiness offers an alterna-
tive to the abovementioned sources of meaning, though it is evident that the question of 
whether or not the likely false belief that the future will bring greater happiness should be 
discouraged is very complex. Nevertheless, the current findings present important novel 
insights into the process by which people attain a sense of meaning and purpose in their 
behaviors motivated by the overly hopeful believe of a happier future.
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