
Key Takeaways From 
“What Life Should Mean to You” by Alfred Adler 

 
● We experience reality always through the meaning we give it 
● The greatest step for his own welfare and for the welfare of mankind is 

association 
● Individual Psychology has found no problems in life which cannot be grouped 

under these three main problems- occupational, social and sexual 
● Life means- to contribute to the whole 
● The meaning of life is to be interested in the whole mankind and try to develop 

social interest and love 
● Memories are important only for what they are "taken as" 
● Improvement lies in the training for a more cooperative and courageous 

approach to life 
● Only the individual who understands that life means contribution will be able to 

meet his difficulties with courage and with a good chance of success 
● All our strivings are directed towards a position in which a feeling of security is 

achieved 
● The province of psychology is to explore the meaning involved in all the 

expressions of an individual, to find the key to his goal and to compare it with the 
goals of others 

● Psychology is the understanding of an individual's attitude towards the 
impressions of his body 

○ The understanding of deficiencies in cooperation 
● When a child is always occupied with the imperfection of its organs and the 

difficulties of movement, it has no attention to spare for what is outside itself 
● If children desire only to rid themselves of difficulties, they will continue backward 
● To a certain degree, every emotion finds some bodily expression 
● In the first four or five years of life, the child unifies its mental strivings and 

established the root relationships between its mind and its body 
● Behind everyone who behaves as if he were superior to others, we can suspect a 

feeling of inferiority which calls for very special efforts of concealment 
● The inferiority complex appears before a problem for which an individual is not 

properly adapted or equipped, and expresses his conviction that he is unable to 
solve it 

● Our interest in life comes mainly from our lack of certainty 
● No one can understand the grown-up who does not learn to understand the child 
● If we are in love we must be tender, and our interest in another human being 

leaves us open to disturbance 
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● A lie would have no sense unless the truth were felt as dangerous 
● The only individuals who can really meet and master the problems of life are 

those who show in their striving a tendency to enrich all others 
● The use of memories to stabilize a mood can be plainly seen in everyday 

behavior 
● If we know his main interest, we know his goal and style of life 
● We no longer concern ourselves with finding out causes of fear, but rather with 

identifying its purpose 
● An incalculable amount of tension and useless effort would be spared in this 

world if we realized that cooperation and love can never be won by force 
● If we trace back the cases of failure in life, we almost always discover that the 

mother did not fulfill her functions properly 
● It is not the child's experiences which dictate his actions, it is the conclusions 

which he draws from his experiences 
● The father must prove himself a good fellow man to his wife, to his children, and 

to society. He should not forget that the women's part in the creation of family life 
can never be surpassed 

● There should be no ruler in the family and every occasion for feelings of 
inequality should be avoided 

● Corporal punishment is always harmful to children 
● Almost every discouragement in childhood springs from the feeling that someone 

else is preferred 
● We are all striving to reach a goal in the future by attaining which we shall feel 

strong, superior, complete 
● Life means to go on the crust of this planet, to surmount obstacles and overcome 

difficulties 
● The oldest striving of mankind is for men to join with their fellow men 
● The family is an organization in which interest in other people is essential 
● It is the individual who is not interested in his fellow men who has the greatest 

difficulties in life and provides the greatest injury to others 
● All that we demand of a human being, and the highest praise that we can give 

him, is that he should be a good fellow worker, a friend to all other men, and a 
true partner in love and marriage 

● A full solution of the cooperation of two, each partner must be more interested in 
the other than in himself. This is the only basis on which love and marriage can 
be successful 
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● The fundamental guarantee of marriage is the feeling that you are worthwhile, 
that you cannot be replaced, that your partner needs you, that you are acting 
well, that you are a fellow man and a true friend 

● Our training in our present-day civilization has been too much towards individual 
success, towards considering what we can get out of life rather than what we can 
give to it 

● The intimate devotion of love and marriage is best secured if there have not been 
sexual relations before the marriage 

● Look with their eyes, listen with their ears and feel with their heart 
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