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Finding Your Purpose: How to
determine what you really want to do
with your life
by Gretchen Kunz

Sometimes in life you feel a little lost.
It could be when you’re a teenager, and you’re faced with a choice of what trade or major to
take up. It could be during a time of challenge or crisis, like a move, the loss of a job, or a
divorce. It could be during that sort-of second adolescence, the “mid-life crisis,” when you look
around at your daily routine and all your responsibilities and think “is this all there is?” But it
also could feel like it comes out of nowhere, that niggling itch in your brain that questions “is
what I’m doing in life meaningful, or am I just surviving?”

The truth is, you’re not alone. Humans are built to adapt, learn and change over our lifetimes,
and we all go through periods of questioning and growing pains. Think about it: how many
people do you know who stayed in the same relationship all their lives, or the same job? While
a few people seem to have a “calling” or philosophy they stick with most of their lives, it is rare.
Nowadays, the modern gig economy, where freelancers, ex-timers and “entrepreneurs” are
often expected to hop from job to job (while simultaneously multitasking on social media and
in home life), we all can expect periods where our focus and desires shift or are at odds, and
that can feel uncomfortable.
How do you nd a way to navigate through the changes without feeling like you’re only
reacting, or surviving without really living? Really looking at your purpose can help you steer
your course.
Now, I can’t tell you how to nd your purpose in one article. I’ve had the same questions as
you. As a Gen-Xer, I saw my ordained minister father have to take jobs as everything from a
vitamin factory manager to a security guard to make ends meet in the recession of the 70s and
80s. (He also got married four times.) Meanwhile, my mother went from believing her place
was to be a good church wife and stay-at-home mother, to working with her activist boyfriend
on his projects, then as a secretary, then nally going for more education and taking up her
own career in her forties. She didn’t even learn how to drive until she was thirty because it was
expected that her husband would do all the driving!
Like lots of people my age, I saw my family and the world around me go through major
changes in social values, economics and gender roles (with women, in particular, going from
“happy housewife” to “working girl” to being able to—and feeling pressured to—manage
“having it all”). My personal story added being queer, plus navigating moving to di erent states
and integrating with several stepfamilies of di erent races, values and economic backgrounds.
It was a recipe for uncertainty about what I “should” be doing at any point and who I was
“supposed” to be.
I’ve had periods in my life when I was full of Zen lovingkindness, certain of my own spiritual
connectedness and contribution to the world, and times when I’ve been convinced we’re all
accidental blips in an endless universe of meaningless chaos. (And yes, I went through a goth
phase.) These days, add the constant in ux of digital information and perimenopausal
hormones, and some mornings I have trouble getting out of bed because I can’t make one
more decision. Yup, I wish I could tell you de nitively how to nd your purpose (as if one size t
all)… and boy, would I be rich if I had those answers! But, if you’re feeling empty or lost right
now, wondering what you even want or how to take a step forward, here are some ideas that
might help.

What is purpose?
Purpose can be described as “the reason for which something is done or created or for which
something exists.” Some people believe that just life itself is the purpose of their existence, and
don’t think there is really a higher calling or meaning, while others base their idea of purpose
on religion, spirituality or moral or ethical beliefs. Some might be ne living moment by
moment, or within a routine without de ning a purpose, but most people crave one and nd it
useful for guiding their lives, setting goals and making decisions. Research has shown that a
belief in meaning in life increases people’s feelings of well-being, and even health and
longevity.
Purpose is not just to be happy.
After all, we can’t be happy all the time, even if we live hedonistically. Happiness is not only
relative and transient (in fact, people tend to believe they were happier or sadder in the past or
predict they will be happier/sadder in the future based on their present mood), but actually
often comes from striving toward a purpose or a goal, itself.
Only you can de ne your personal purpose.
You can take in uences from family, friends, society, philosophy or religion, but until you
de ne your own purpose for yourself, you will have trouble aligning to it. If you are o course
from your values or what you really feel inside that you’re meant to do, you will eventually get
that itch in your brain of dissatisfaction. You don’t have to achieve every goal to ful ll that
purpose, but you do have to be on the right path and navigate it with intention.
Purpose evolves.
It is consistent with your values, but transforms over time as you age, your circumstances
change, or you gain experience. Children who are asked what they want to be when they grow
up are not expected to become princesses or superheroes (or princess superheroes). As we
learn more about the world and ourselves, what feels meaningful and ful lling to us shifts and

expands, building on our purpose like chambers grow in a nautilus shell. Remember that you
can always, as psychologist Marcia Reynolds says, take stock of your values versus your beliefs,
and adjust your purpose to align with your values. It’s your purpose, and nobody else’s, so you
can change it whenever you like!

Purpose is also not just your career.
For some people, a job is just a source of income, or maybe even a source of stimulation and
reward, but it doesn’t need to ful ll their purpose, as long as it doesn’t con ict with it. They can
nd their purpose through raising a family, charity work, arts, or even hobbies.
Other people don’t feel satis ed unless their purpose extends into their jobs. This could mean
committing to a particular vocational calling, or integrating their passions and gifts into their
careers. If you decide you want to make sick people feel better, for example, you don’t have to
quit your job and go to medical school. You could be an aide at a hospital or a health advocate,
volunteer to help or entertain at a nursing home, drive people with mobility issues to
appointments or even combine it with your love of cooking and make really great chicken soup!
Purpose can have di erent parts.
People tend to pursue di erent types of purpose, or may mix them together over time. Some
folks are more oriented to pursuing relationships, some strive for nancial gain or power, some
are spiritual seekers, and some want to make creative contributions or to be recognized.
Studies show, however, that people who identify their purpose with personal growth, intimacy,
positive and helpful relationships, or contributing to their community tend to have more life
satisfaction, while people who focus on goals like physical attractiveness, nancial gain or social
recognition more often experience depression, anxiety, narcissism and illness. Some
researchers refer to this as “the dark side of the American dream”, because while having
enough money to survive and get some things you want can help you feel good about life, the

kind of materialism our media and advertising blast us with rarely lead to satisfaction (even
winning the lottery is no key to being happy).
Purpose is also better expressed as what you do want than what you don’t.
For instance, a person trying to “spend time with others” or “remain calm and kind even when
things get tough” tends to have better well-being versus someone trying to “avoid being lonely”
or “avoid getting upset.” These negative framings are called “avoidant strivings,” and people
who think that way tend to be more depressed and anxious. Spouses of avoidant strivers are
often less satis ed with their marriages, too. So, while guring out what you don’t want is
useful to nding your purpose, as Liimu instructs in the Core Transformation Program, it’s just
the step before then imagining what you do desire, and concentrating on that.
How do you de ne your personal purpose?
There are lots of ways to think about your purpose, and only you can feel what’s right for you.
Some people study philosophy, go to therapy, pray or meditate, or even take popular
personality assessments like Meyers-Briggs or StrengthsFinder to gure out their purpose.
Because it’s individual and changes, it may take time, experimentation and thought to decide
what statement of purpose feels like it ts you. In fact, the best way to de ne your purpose is
to keep checking in with yourself, and be willing to change that de nition based on what
resonates in the now.
Want to explore? Here are ve approaches to help you nd your purpose:
1.The Quickie
Executive coach Richard Leider suggests an equation to start thinking about your purpose:
Gifts + Passions + Values = Purpose.

Your gifts are things that you are good at and also love to do, contributions that you can make
to the world with ease. Your passions are the things you most care about, who you want to

help the most, and what makes you feel the most engaged. Don’t worry about how you could
enact your passion or what might stop you. Now is not the time to be sidetracked by limiting
beliefs, or what Mike Dooley calls “the cursed hows.” Instead, set your doubts aside and think
of your passions as what you’d do if, as Katie Guttierrez said in her interview with Liimu, “the
possibilities are limitless.” That way, you leave room for the universe and the Law of Attraction
to bring you hints, or “breadcrumbs” as Liimu calls them. The breadcrumbs tell you what’s
working and what steps you could try next.
One purpose- nding exercise Leider recommends is so simple that he claims you could write it
on a cocktail napkin. Leider uses this mainly in the context of your career or work, but you can
adapt it to your life purpose. Simply write down “I gain a sense of purpose when I use:” Below
that, make lines for “My Gifts”, “To Serve My Gifts”, “My Passions,” and “In a culture that Values.”
Then, make a space and write the line, “What gets me up in the morning.”
Fill the spaces in with the rst things that come to your mind, in single words or short phrases,
and try to keep what gets you up in the morning to under 140 characters (like an old school
Tweet). It doesn’t matter if what comes to mind is a big idea, like “my passion is helping
humanity get along better,” or something smaller like, “what gets me out of bed in the morning
is walking my dog.” The point is to notice what you rst responses are.
Later you can look at what you’ve written and examine why that came to mind, and how you
could better integrate it into your life, like taking a class in facilitation, or spending more time
with your dog because she matters to you. Maybe that even makes you realize you love
animals, in general, and would like to have a hobby or job where you interact with them. You
can take time to think about what you wrote, and put it away and come back again if you need
to get clearer or di erent ideas.
2. The Nondominant Hand
For this writing exercise, take a pen and paper (not a keyboard) and write with the hand you
don’t usually write with. Why? It’s thought by some that when you write with your dominant
hand, your adult consciousness or self critic comes out, while your nondominant hand taps
into your intuition, spirit guides, higher self, or inner child. Some scientists suggest that this
method actually activates a di erent part of your brain, uniting and utilizing both of its
hemispheres. Whichever explanation feels best for you, imagine you are asking God, your
Higher Power (such as the universe, angels, or spirit guides), your intuition, or inner child what
your purpose is, and write down the answer. Again, this will be whatever comes immediately to
your mind and can be written in a freeform, stream-of-consciousness (or, perhaps, higher
consciousness) manner. You can then ask for clari cation or ask follow-up questions,
continuing to write answers with your nondominant hand. Don’t worry if it feels awkward. You

may nd the answers are di erent from what you’d expect, and you engage your brain in a
di erent way.
3. The Vision Board
This exercise is popular among the visual-minded, but it’s also a great tool to shake up your
perspective if you normally process your thoughts in words or other non-visual forms of
expression.
The process is simple. Get a large piece of poster board or a display board (yes, you can make a
digital vision board, but it won’t activate your brain in all the same ways.) Write “What Is My
Purpose?” or “My Purpose Is” at the top. Next, take several days to see what pictures and words
catch your attention and feel like they t or vibrate with your purpose. Print or cut them out, as
necessary, and save them. As art therapist Dr. Lucia Capacchione says, “The mantra is: Grab
what grabs you. Dreaming is in, practicality is out. This is about going for it, the sky’s the limit.
This is a time to be inclusive and expand one’s horizons, keeping an open mind while gathering
as many relevant images and keywords as possible.”
If you nd other pictures that resonate with you but they don’t t this theme, set them aside
for later. When you have gathered a pile of tting items, arrange them on your board in a
collage. Play with mixing, matching, and positioning the images until they feel right. The goal is
to be creative and instinctive, making something that is true to you. This visual processing will
help you gather clues and ideas from the world around you, noticing what sparks your interest
naturally without mentally grinding your gears, and manipulating the images with your hands
engages your attention. At the end, you will have a physical object you can look at to help you
contemplate your purpose.
4. The Japanese Philosophy
While Americans sometimes de ne purpose as “usefulness to others,” the Japanese have a
di erent interpretation. They use the word ikigai, which roughly translates to “the thing you live
for” or, like the napkin exercise, “the reason you get up in the morning.” Ikigai is an
interconnected concept that includes a list of behaviors that help you live a long and happy life,
like not eating too much and staying engaged with your community. An easier take, however, is
to think about it as the common ground between what you love, what you care about, what the
world needs, and what you can get paid for. It’s the ultimate spiritual Venn diagram!

For a simple exercise, try printing out or redrawing the diagram and writing what comes to
mind for each of the four main concepts, then meditating on how they do or don’t currently
intersect and overlap, or how you can experiment with integrating them. Remember, you don’t
have to plan how you will live out your ikigai, yet! Now is the time to draw in and note thoughts
about what matters to you, and go with the ow.
5. Talk it out
All of these methods are good ways to stimulate ideas about your purpose, but don’t forget to
get support! Talk about how you’re seeking your purpose with what Michelle Villalobos calls
“your crew:” friends, mentors, and people who enjoy sharing ideas with you in a positive,
uplifting way. Ask them what they think about life purpose, how they de ne, found, or act on
theirs, and request their input on your search. Ask them what they think your gifts, strengths,
and passions are, and if they know of ways those elements could be combined. Describe your
ideas or any roadblocks you’re hitting. They may have encouragement, suggestions, or workarounds to share. If you feel uncomfortable talking about it or want a di erent perspective, you
can even ask several friends to anonymously write answers to questions about what they think
your gifts and passions are. Later, when you’re ready to read the responses, mix them up so
you don’t know who wrote what, and then dig in. While your own individual purpose is
personal, nobody walks the path of life alone, and we all can use inspiration and assistance.

Plus, once you have a better idea of what your purpose is, you can enlist your crew in the next
steps: opening your mind and energy to actions and opportunities that will help you manifest
that purpose in the best possible ways in your life!
Finding Your Best Approach
Remember: there are no hard and fast rules for picking the methods that are right for you
when it comes to identifying your purpose. Before doing any of these exercises, go someplace
where you can be alone for a few minutes (even if it’s just the bathroom or the car!) and take a
moment. Close your eyes, and state that you are opening the channels to receive the guidance
you need, whether it comes from your own intuition or the Divine. Just take a deep breath and
trust.
Once you feel connected, choose the method or methods that speak to you the most and give
‘em a try. The most important thing is, if you’re feeling the pull to make a change, put your foot
on the path and start the journey.

Action Item: Making Declarations
Proclaiming to the Universe what you want, and then surrendering how it’s going to come to
you.
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