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A Life Lived Well
by Michael Kendrick, PHD

Michael Kendrick is  an independent international 
consultant in human services and community work 
who resides in Massachusetts.  His interests have 
included leadership, service quality, the creation 
of safeguards for vulnerable persons, social 
integration, change, innovation, values, advocacy, 
the role of individual persons and small groups in 
creating solutions, alternatives to bureaucracy, 
personalised approaches to supporting people, and 
reform in the human service field amongst others.

It is obvious that we can live life in ways that 
do not generate the happiness we seek and 
that we may even do harm to ourselves by 
taking up patterns in living that lead to various 
forms of misery. It is no different for people 
who may with live with a significant disabilities 
. Their lifestyle or patterns of living may be 
beneficial or not depending upon whether 
these result in the person’s happiness. 

Some of the recent research from social 
science such as the work of Martin Seligman, 
the famous psychologist and key player in 
the “positive psychology” movement on 

happiness, has identified five key ingredients. 
These are positive emotions, engagement, 
positive relationships, meaning and 
accomplishments. Similarly, the psychologist 
Carol Ryff has identified six contributors, 
particularly in relation to aging. These are 
self-acceptance, positive relationships, 
purpose in life, personal growth, autonomy 
and environmental mastery. Though they 
overlap on some ingredients they seem to 

differ on others. Nonetheless, they are helpful 
beginnings if one were to develop some 
criteria for whether a particular lifestyle helps 
people “flourish”.

Another psychologist, Abram Maslow, the 
architect of a concept he called the “hierarchy 
of needs”, posited “self-actualisation” as a 
need that addresses the pinnacle of human 
fulfillment providing other more basic needs 
are met. He, like the other psychologists, 
attempted to name the features of an 
“actualised” person. To be self- actualised 
one needs to obtain  self-acceptance, hold 

a democratic 
worldview, be 
realistic, enjoy 
problem solving 
i.e. are “problem 
centered”, have 
many “peak” 

experiences, become autonomous, enjoy 
privacy and solitude, have a philosophical 
sense of humor and spontaneity. Again, we 
see some conceivable overlap with the other 
criteria, yet Maslow’s criteria differ strikingly.

Maslow spoke of self-actualisation in these 
terms “What a man can be, he must be. This 
need we may call self-actualisation refers to 
the desire for self-fulfillment, namely, to the 

“To be self- actualised one needs to obtain  self-acceptance, 
hold a democratic worldview, be realistic, enjoy problem 
solving i.e. are “problem centered”, have many “peak” 
experiences, become autonomous, enjoy privacy and solitude, 
have a philosophical sense of humor and spontaneity. ”
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tendency for a person to become actualised in 
what their potentiality.. This tendency might 
be phrased as the desire to become more 
and more what one is, to become everything 
that one is capable of becoming,” Obviously, 
it is possible to not 
meet our needs 
well and self-
actualisation is no 
exception, despite 
Maslow’s assertion 
in this preceding 
quote that people 
“must be” what they 
can be.

The Dalai Lama, though not self-identified as a 
psychologist, most certainly has considerable 
advice for personal fulfillment in his countless 
public addresses and publications where he 
most certainly offers guidance on happiness 
and personal fulfillment. His view is that 
happiness arises out of mindfulness and self-
discipline, human values such as compassion, 
forgiveness, tolerance, contentment and 
loving kindness, peaceful coexistence and 
non-violence with those who one differs with. 
Such values are neither new nor unsupported 
in other religious traditions but are offered 
here as a contrast to secular psychology.

It can be seen from the work of these 
psychologists and the Dalai Lama, that 
there is an element in people who are more 
satisfied with their lives of “free agency” or 
potentially constructive action in which one 
can intentionally and specifically create, both 
internally and externally, the conditions in life 
that are most optimal for one’s contentment 
and fulfillment. With Seligman, he highlights 
external factors such as engagement, positive 
relationships, meaning and accomplishments 
and internally emphasises positive emotions. 

For Carol Ryff, the external factors that 
can be shaped are positive relationships, 
purpose in life, personal growth, autonomy 
and environmental mastery and internally 
she emphasises self-acceptance. Maslow 

highlights as external factors things like 
problem centeredness, creating peak 
experiences, spontaneity and autonomy and 
internal challenges as being solitude, realism, 
humor, and self-acceptance.

The Dalai Lama emphasises that personal 
fulfillment will not be obtained through self 
gratification but rather through one’s actions 
in the relief of the suffering of others, giving to 
others, the disciplining of one’s appetites and 
mind and through developing a temperament 
of loving kindness, generosity and openness 
to all human beings including accepting and 
loving ourselves. 

As he says, “I believe that the purpose of life is 
to be happy.  From the moment of birth, every 
human being wants happiness and does not 
want suffering.  Neither social conditioning 
nor education nor ideology affect this.  From 
the very core of our being, we simply desire 
contentment.  I don’t know whether the 
universe, with its countless galaxies, stars and 
planets, has a deeper meaning or not, but 
at the very least, it is clear that we humans 
who live on this earth face the task of making 
a happy life for ourselves.  Therefore, it is 
important to discover what will bring about 
the greatest degree of happiness.” He goes 

“This need we may call self-actualisation refers to the desire 
for self-fulfillment, namely, to the tendency for a person to 
become actualised in what their potentiality.. This tendency 
might be phrased as the desire to become more and more what 
one is, to become everything that one is capable of becoming.” 
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on to say “From my own limited experience I 
have found that the greatest degree of inner 
tranquility comes from the development of 
love and compassion.” Thus his emphasis 

calls for both the inner cultivation of 
desirable personal qualities and their external 
expression as lived acts of compassion.

Why these potentially fruitful life conditions, as 
promoted by these and other commentators 
on happiness, are specific to a given person, 
people vary widely in what it is that they most 
enjoy in life as well as what they may need at a 
given moment. As individuals, they are distinct 
and thus will find satisfactions in life in ways 
that differ from others. For instance, people are 
drawn to quite different kinds of work, leisure 
and relationships and may notably differ in 
their enjoyment of many other dimensions 
of life. Consequently, one person’s fulfillment 

will not suit another person and therefore we 
must recognise that each person’s search for 
fulfillment must take its own course and end in 
quite different patterns.

What follows are a configuration of potentially 
fruitful life conditions that can be intentionally 
pursued, activated and sustained by oneself 
as well as others who may be interested in 
enabling oneself or other persons to create 
and nourish a life lived well. They obviously 
have both internal and external aspects and 
challenges, but they are subject to being 

influenced considerably by personal free 
agency of both oneself and others. Should 
the fit between what is eventually created in 
a person’s life be a good match, then such an 

intentional pattern 
of living may result 
in many benefits 
to the person that 
are both personally 

needed by the person and are ultimately 
fulfilling. 

The nature of such pathways is such that each 
could be considered a potentially personally 
beneficial way forward for a given person 
providing that these suit the person well. 
Exploring, testing and possibly repeatedly 
clarifying this “fit” (or not) is essentially the 
constructive “free agency” component of 
“life tasting” on the way to a pattern of life 
that most enlivens and satisfies the person 
i.e. a degree of personal fulfillment. That so 
many commentators have suggested that 
such “life building” is not a “fool’s errand” is 
testimony that thoughtful efforts at building 

a life that suits the 
person in some 
optimal manner is 
neither misguided 
nor pointless. 
Consequently, 

efforts in this direction do have the potential 
to make a difference, including in profound 
ways.

INTENTIONAL LIFESTYLE DEVELOPMENT: 
CREATING THE PATTERNS FOR LIVING WELL

Whether we do nothing at all, we will still 
have a pattern of living. So, the challenge is to 
shape a pattern of living that is most attuned 
to meeting our internal and externally focused 
needs. Obviously, we need many things in life 
and so lifestyle development can be expected 
to be multi-dimensional in nature i.e. a specific 

“For instance, people are drawn to quite different kinds 
of work, leisure and relationships and may notably differ 
in their enjoyment of many other dimensions of life. ”

“That so many commentators have suggested that such 
“life building” is not a “fool’s errand” is testimony that 
thoughtful efforts at building a life that suits the person in 
some optimal manner is neither misguided nor pointless.”
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“personalised” mix of life elements that are 
ideally most beneficial for the given person. 
Naturally, as the person changes, the mix of 
lifestyle elements should evolve to reflect their 
new needs and priorities. What follows are 
some broad categories that can serve as focal 
points for shaping the patterns of living of 
oneself or others. If each is seen as a potential 
area of life fulfillment then it is possible to 
gradually construct a life one element at a 
time, but also in sync with each other. If each 
element is optimised in terms of benefit to the 
person, then the overall effect for the person 
will be a comparatively more fulfilling life i.e. a 
life lived well. 

FULFILLMENT IN “SMALL” THINGS

There may be a tendency in many of us to look 
to bigger, more dramatic options for personal 
life satisfaction, as we may equate these with 
profundity. It is helpful to remember that life 
enjoyments can be deeply satisfying but rather 
“ordinary” in nature. For instance, a daily ritual 
such as walking the dog, watching a sunset or 
listening to the birds or having a family dinner 
may produce great contentment within us, yet 
be seemingly “small” 
in the ways of the 
world. However, if 
these small things 
do authentically 
speak to us, they may well be profound in the 
benefits they bring to our lives. The “good life” 
need not be the “big life” as long as it is the 
“right life” for the person. The simple life has 
long had its champions and this will not likely 
ever go out of favor.

MEANING AND LIFE PURPOSE

It should be assumed that many people 
may potentially have purposes in life that 
are both distinct to them and that may be 
almost “inborn” in nature such that they 

provide a guiding direction in that person’s 
life. Similarly, it could also be assumed that 
people may need such purposes, but have 
not as yet discovered these and may yearn for 
them nonetheless. It is not typical that people 
prefer a meaningless, purposeless life, but 
that does not mean that they already have at 
hand the life that is most meaningful to them. 
Consequently, much value can be gained 
by exploring what in life makes sense to the 
person and that engages them in purposeful 
pursuits. Without a purpose there is no reason 
to enter life, yet not any answer will do. It has 
to be persuasive for the person concerned.

AUTONOMY

It is deeply ingrained in many people to be 
“captain of their own ship” and the directors 
of their own lives. It is common for people 
to guard their “space” quite intently and to 
bristle when others constrain their autonomy. 
For some people, being in control of their 
lives and asserting their independence may 
trump many other priorities in their lives. 
Yet we often ignore this need. Nonetheless, 
when unnecessary dependence, learned 

helplessness and diminished capacities to 
express one’s own views and priorities is 
fostered, unwittingly or otherwise, it should 
surprise that the person concerned pays a 
price in terms of their satisfaction with their 
life. On the other hand when deliberate efforts 
are made to strengthen and respect a person’s 
autonomy and responsibility, then their 
resulting empowerment could have many 
beneficial consequences.

“It is not typical that people prefer a meaningless, 
purposeless life, but that does not mean that they already 
have at hand the life that is most meaningful to them.”
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MEETING NORMATIVE AND SPECIFIC NEEDS 
WELL

As human beings we have many “needs”. 
These needs are the various essential and 
normative requirements of living, for example 
love, relationships, work, leisure etc  and when 
they are not attended to they result in some 
manner of distress. Alternatively, when they 
are met they typically produce a measure 
of contentment and satisfaction, albeit 
temporary given the cyclical nature of needs 
and their satisfaction. So, neglecting needs is 
a recipe for dissatisfaction and discontent and 
engaging and addressing needs is a pathway 
to much life satisfaction. This also applies to 
needs that are not universal, but are specific 
to a given person or persons. For instance, a 
person with a seizure disorder may have needs 
related to this condition that are not shared by 
most people but do nonetheless need to be 

attended to. However this should not become 
a need that is triumphant over the person’s 
other life needs. If this is done well the person 
will both gain benefits and be spared the 
distress of needs not met.

CULTIVATING PASSIONS AND LIFE 
INTERESTS

It is difficult to imagine a person being fulfilled 
when they have an absence of passions 
and life interests to intrinsically engage and 
animate them. Given the sheer vastness of 
potential passions and interests that may 
engage people, there is an abundance of 
things in life to taste and to potentially enjoy. 
Not liking something after trying it also may 
have benefits because it helps narrow down 
what energises and feeds a person and what 
does not. One expects interests that matter 

to a person to be life giving and enjoyable 
and this can be a test for whether a particular 
passion rates further pursuit and investment. 
However, as one assembles the passions that 
do matter, life becomes populated with much 
to enjoy.

REALISING ONE’S PERSONAL POTENTIAL 
AND GROWTH

One’s ultimate potential may be only partially 
revealed in one’s life as our previous lifestyle 
only unearths a portion of what we might 
be able to potentially enjoy if circumstances 
enable it. We can also develop and grow 
in many conceivable directions with all of 
the satisfactions that comes with living 
up to our potentials. Our true personal 
potentials and those of people living with 
noticeable disabilities are usually significantly 

underestimated 
and much value can 
be had by seeing 
people‘s positive 
potentials and 

engaging them. Much potential is hidden and 
underdeveloped, so there is much more scope 
for growth than may be apparent based upon 
what has been done with it thus far in life.

MEETING CHALLENGES ADAPTIVELY: 
CREATING PERSONAL ACHIEVEMENTS

It is very noticeable just how important it is 
for people to have done something with their 
lives and to also have it noted by others. These 
achievements need not be large provided 
that they please the person, as their value is 
in having made some kind of difference in 
the world through one’s own efforts. Many 
people may have had little taste of “success” in 
their lives and may become inured to a view 
of themself as being incapable of success. 
This view may be more a learned response 
rather than absolute reality, so there is great 

“Not liking something after trying it also may have benefits 
because it helps narrow down what energises and feeds a 
person and what does not.”
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value to be had in starting from the premise 
that everyone could experience achievements 
in life irrespective of their habituation to the 
contrary. The precise accomplishments may 
not matter so much as their existence and its 
beneficial effect on the person.

 

LOVE, VALUE AND RESPECT: POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIP AND BELONGING

We are built for bonding, relationship and love 
and tend to flourish when these are present 
in our lives and be unhappy when they are 
absent. Not all varieties of relationship need 
to be deeply intimate, as it is the blend of 
quite different relationships that offers the 
greatest promise, as they each offer the person 
distinct satisfactions. Even relationships that 
are difficult may have unexpected benefits 
in terms of being a catalyst for development, 
growth and maturity. In contrast, social 
isolation has proven to be associated with 
many drawbacks and is generally considered 
a predisposing risk factor in many aspects 
of life. Consequently, it is worthwhile to 
emphasise valuing personal relationships 
predicated on respect for the person, as these 
offer many benefits in terms of well-being. 
Being genuinely cared about and being able 
to care about others has been a core source of 
fulfillment for countless people. 

OBTAINING PERSONALLY SATISFYING 
VALUED SOCIAL ROLES

Valued social roles can be thought of as being 
one’s “place”:  in community, as it is through 
these roles that people form attachments to 
the elements of community that most interest 
them. There are countless valued social roles 
in all aspects of life including family, work, 
leisure, community groups and so on. Not all 
such roles suit people equally, so it is often 
a matter of finding and sustaining roles that 
most suit the person. It is also often helpful 

that people be assisted and supported in 
their valued social roles so that they can be 
successful in them. Roles become a major 
source of identity for people and bring with 
them many other potential benefits including 
new experiences, relationships, status 
accomplishments, personal growth, skills and 
competencies and so on. Valued social roles 
can help people live more fully providing they 
are roles that are a good fit with the person.

MANAGING VULNERABILITY ADAPTIVELY

Though people often talk of “vulnerable” 
people or groups, this can often be 
misleading, as all people have vulnerabilities 
and need to manage them adaptively. There 
are very real consequences if vulnerabilities 
are not properly managed and it is fortunate 
that many quite useful intentional safeguards 
can be crafted that help make vulnerability 
something one can live with which  does not 
need to be a justification for not enjoying life 
more fully. However, this would require that 
people become more proactive in balancing 
vulnerability within the context of living 
more to its optimum. If the premise was that 
vulnerabilities can be managed and that one 
should be able to enjoy life much as others 
do, then the challenge becomes finding the 
intentional safeguards that help make a more 
typical life available to people.

FINDING PRODUCTIVE PATHWAYS/
AVOIDING SELF-DEFEAT

Much of the unhappiness of people arises 
from their approach to living. As many have 
said, we can be our own worst enemy and 
thereby interfere with the possibility of 
enjoying life without necessarily recognising 
this. Consequently, part of the task of lifestyle 
development towards a more fulfilling life 
is in recognising self-destructive habits 
that generate unhappiness and gradually 
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substituting strategies that do work for the 
person in a more satisfying way. Fortunately, 
we can change our ways and we can help 
others do the same. Even so, it is not always 
easy to do, so it is valuable when people are 
supported. When people do find strategies 
that work better for them the success they 
experience is its own positive reinforcement 
and helps establish new more beneficial habits 
and patterns.

NOT LOOKING TO SERVICES AND SYSTEMS 
FOR A GOOD LIFE

It is true that many agencies, services 
and systems may be able to be helpful in 
assisting with some elements of a good life, 
but it would be unwise to think that these 
are the fundamental sources of a good life. 
Further, their presence should not in any 
way unwittingly displace the person and 
their priorities in terms of control of that 
person’s life. In this sense, their likely value 
is instrumental rather than existential and 
the core life needs of people are more likely 
to be helped by turning towards the vast 
resources of community itself to find the 
things that might be meaningful and fulfilling 
for a given person. Many people place undue 
hopes in pursuing the latest trends in services 
and overlook the crucial benefits that only 
communities can provide. As useful as things 
like self-direction, individual funding and 
personalised planning may be, these are at 
best “means” not “ends”. The “ends” that will 

really matter, in any enduring sense, will 
be things like life interests and passions, 
relationships, personal achievements, 
community roles and connections and so 
on. These are only fully realized in terms of 
their potential by a personalised community 
lifestyle that really suits them and their life 
needs and priorities. As such, the important 
answers will be found in the person and it is 
they who should dominate our attention and 
efforts as we gradually shape “a life lived well”.

CONCLUSION

Knowing that we can help shape new lives 
for ourselves and others and recognising 
that there are many starting points for doing 
so, is the beginning of gradually creating a 
beneficial lifestyle one piece at a time and 
one step at a time. The more pathways that 
work for us, the more likely we will experience 
net improvements in our overall happiness. 
Nonetheless, it does require that we stay 
with the process or we will not gradually 
accumulate successes nor will we be able to 
survive the many missteps along the way. The 
task is to turn potential pathways into actual 
ones.

For Further information please contact:

Michael Kendrick: 

kendrickconsult@attglobal.net or 

www.kendrickconsulting.org
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