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INTRODUCTION
THE SIGFLUENCE GENERATION
Sigfluence is a word I invented twenty-five years ago and means
significant, long-term, positive influence. It is natural to ask:
“Why did you invent a new word? What right do you have to
invent a new word, and (as if we need a third question) if
sigfluence is so important, why have I never heard of sigfluence
or you?” These are three very fair questions, which deserve
thoughtful response.

I invented the word sigfluence for two reasons – first I thought
that sigfluence was neglected by society, academe, politicians,
psychologists, teachers, and (need I go on) us all. Also as a college
professor, I was safeguarding my academic work. In college it is
not uncommon for professors to take credit for others’ work. I
wanted exclusive credit for the coining of the new word, and in
1
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1984 the New York Times credited me as developing a new
word-sigfluence–that emerged from the 1984 Harvard International Conference on Thinking. Now two decades later, it does
not appear that my precaution was necessary. Few professors are
studying sigfluence. It is their loss and a golden opportunity for
our 18-25 year olds to change the face of the academic world.
We need tons of new words. Otherwise we neglect important
concepts. This is the language relativity assumption in linguistics.
To be fair, most linguists believe in the language independence
assumption – namely that language is a passive vehicle to express
our thoughts. Our young people have to change that direction
as well. Our language shapes the way we think and currently
neglects sigfluence.
As to the third question, why have you not heard of sigfluence or
me? After twenty-five years of college teaching, I have heard
about fewer than one percent of my college professor colleagues.
We do not have cable television programs and usually stick to
our narrow, esoteric discipline that few others understand or even
care about. Our young people have to correct our worship of the
short-term, and to my amazement they can. My recent surveying
of 542 college students revealed that our 18-25 year olds believe
they can positively change the world. But to change the world, we
need to better understand our ability to achieve lasting positive
influence. Let us start with Albert Sabin.

Dr. Albert Sabin
We currently live with a silent fear of not having lived up to our
Potential for Sigfluence – even famous people. Dr. Albert Sabin
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developed the oral vaccine that led to the elimination of polio. At
age 77, he was gravely ill. Bob Greene, a reporter for The Daily
News, interviewed Dr. Sabin and asked his readers to remember
Dr. Sabin for his enormous positive influence. Over 45,000 Daily
News readers sent Dr. Sabin cards thanking him for his sacrifice
and accomplishment.
Dr. Sabin later wrote to Bob Greene: “It makes me feel that I did
something worthwhile. You always have a feeling of doubting
whether what you have done with your life is worthwhile.”1
There are many lessons from this brief anecdote. First, sigfluence,
despite its absence from Webster’s Dictionary, has universal
recognition. Otherwise over 45,000 readers would not have
expressed their gratitude.
Also, if it were not for Bob Greene, Dr. Sabin might have died
without the appreciation and recognition he was due. This was
not the only time I have heard this story. A physician, who
worked exclusively with the terminally ill, was interviewed on
National Public Radio (please forgive the incomplete reference).
He was asked whether the terminally ill fear the pain of their final
days or months. The physician responded that the patients rarely
feared physical pain. What they feared was whether their lives
had been lived to their (influence) potential.
Great people, like Dr. Sabin, may have inadequate perceptions
of their sigfluence legacy. We die largely out of touch with the
sigfluence we have achieved. Few thank the key influencers in
their lives. We do not even have sigfluence in Webster’s to focus
our attention and energies. Dr. Sabin might easily have died
without believing that his life had been worthwhile. It is time for

4

THE SIGFLUENCE GENERATION

change. It is time to recognize our interdependence. It is time for
our young people to become the Sigfluence Generation. They
have the potential to foster a heightened awareness and
recognition of sigfluence. We are in the earliest stages of studying
sigfluence. It is imperative for us to better appreciate the
sigfluence we have achieved and the Potential for Sigfluence we
can achieve. Too many people, like Dr. Sabin, may be dying
believing (erroneously) that they have not made a difference in
the world.

Sigfluence Survey
Several years ago, one of my colleagues commented that
sigfluence was “inscrutable.” I replied that we are at square one
at exploring sigfluence. We can scrutinize people’s responses to
survey items related to sigfluence
Over the past two decades I have developed a Sigfluence Survey
that measures your Actual Sigfluence (the sigfluence you believe
you have achieved), your Potential for Sigfluence, and your Need
for Sigfluence. It took over ten years to create questions that were
reliable (consistent over time) and valid (this is a lifetime’s
pursuit). Then for a decade, my students tested hypotheses such
as “Is there a relation between one’s salary or job status and
sigfluence?”
Many unexpected results surfaced. Sometimes teachers scored
higher in Actual Sigfluence than other professionals – sometimes
not. It seems that sigfluence is very democratic. Low status jobs
seem to have as much sigfluence as high status jobs, or perhaps
people with low status jobs are able to achieve more sigfluence
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outside of work. Sigfluence is a great mystery with myriad
opportunities for research. But the academic world has not
rushed to embrace the worthiness of this concept. Our 18-25
year olds could and should change this.

Sigfluence Breakthrough
Several years ago sigfluence study had a wonderful breakthrough.
I had taught graduate mathematical modeling at Iona College for
over a decade, but in 2002 two of my graduate students, Grace
Nayudapalli Dickson and Teresa Osadnik, got excited about
studying sigfluence. To my delight they joined me in a three year
study. We distributed the survey to 532 college students at Iona
College and Concordia College – NY. It took nearly two years for
us to enter the data – over 50,000 numbers. After the data was
entered, I launched a study to determine the key factors
connected to satisfaction with life (Item 6 of the Sigfluence
Survey). Please take the Sigfluence Survey in Appendix A. Score
yourself for Actual, Potential and Need. Then find your percentile
score. If you scored 54 for Potential, this puts you in the sixtyninth percentile (.691). Thirty-one percent scored higher; sixtynine percent scored lower.
As a result of extensive statistical testing, we concluded that the
strongest, overriding factors from our sample of college students
were the sigfluence scores. The college students felt that
sigfluence was more important than money, the number of cars
in the driveway, and numerous financial measures. Sigfluence
was prominent in their preferences, not money. And the most
powerful sigfluence score was Potential for Sigfluence. Years ago
I candidly admitted that Potential for Sigfluence was a category
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I invented. But I did not know what Potential meant in terms of
its importance in a fulfilled life. Now it appears that our Potential
for Sigfluence connects with living a fulfilled life. It is not the
good you have done that animates you. It is the potential for
affecting good in the future that energizes us. This insight took
twenty-five years to uncover. We need to obtain jobs with
Potential for Sigfluence to avoid burnout. However, we are at a
very early stage of understanding the Potential for Sigfluence of
different jobs.
In several focus groups and seminars, our young people cried out
for guidance from us – “the elders.” It is unclear whether we are
in the midst of a sigfluence revolution or the perpetuation of our
comfortable malaise.
It is not clear whether society is ready or willing to seize this
opportunity to help Generation Y fulfill their potential for lasting,
positive influence. This book is a primer on how the elders can
partner transformation in our language, the world of work,
psychology, and our personal lives.

Exemplars and Examples
We learn best through examples and exemplars. Let us start with
one of the twentieth century’s greatest heroes, Dr. Viktor Frankl.

Viktor Frankl
It was a slow summer of work in the Manhattan College
bookstore. There, between customers, I discovered and read
Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl.
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Dr. Frankl was an esteemed psychiatrist who was thrown into a
Nazi concentration camp. His “search for meaning” became a
personal mission. He devoted himself to helping his fellow
prisoners find meaning in their great suffering and later became
a guide for millions. His premise, simply put, is that humans have
a fundamental need to strive for meaning in their lives. If Dr.
Frankl was able to achieve meaning in a Nazi camp, we can find
meaning in our lives.
Dr. Frankl was a leading psychiatrist, a partner with Freud in a
journal article before the Nazis imprisoned him. He was nearly
sent to the gas chambers when a tap on the shoulder of a lineup
of victims meant instant death. He intuited correctly that he had
to stand tall and convey strength. This saved him.
Dr. Frankl went on to inspire other prisoners to care for
themselves and to maintain hope. Someday they would be free
from their nightmare. He was personally inspired by his belief
that he had a destiny to write a book, Man’s Search for Meaning,
that would motivate people to look for meaning in their lives
even under the direst circumstances. Dr. Frankl passed up several
opportunities for escape. He felt a responsibility for those who
would be left behind.
Let us listen to Dr. Frankl’s words:
“Man can give meaning to their lives by realizing what I
call creative values, by achieving tasks. But they can also
give meaning to their lives by realizing experiential
values, by experiencing the good, the true and the
beautiful, or by knowing one single human being in all
his uniqueness.”
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Even people in great distress benefit from Dr. Frankl’s wisdom.
A woman who visited Dr. Frankl to help her with terminal cancer
was counseled by these words:
“Even a man who finds himself in the greatest distress,….
can still give his life a meaning by the way he faces his
fate, his distress.”2
Viktor Frankl inspired my work on sigfluence. I had the honor of
corresponding with Dr. Frankl, who resided in Vienna, during
the last years of his life. I wanted to send Dr. Frankl my book, Our
Neglect, Denial and Fear (Nova Science, 2000), but there was a
several year delay in its release. Sadly, Dr. Frankl passed away
before I was able to get his reaction to my emerging ideas on
sigfluence.
Dr. Frankl wrote in a spirit that was consonant with sigfluence.
He was an editor of the Journal of Humanistic Psychology along
with other twentieth century giants Carl Rogers and Rollo May.
He was an international leader in contemporary psychology.
Unfortunately sigfluence was not a concept studied by
psychology, a word in the English language, or for that matter
any language.
In psychology, helping others was considered as an interest – like
fly fishing or stamp collecting. Self-actualization was a notion
developed by Maslow as the top of a hierarchy of personal needs.
Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs makes a lot of sense. You first
need shelter, food and clothing. This most basic need is at the
bottom of Maslow’s chart. But the top of the scale, selfactualization, has the same vagueness as Dr. Frankl’s notion of
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meaning. In order for humans to self-actualize, we need to
achieve something positive and lasting for the world. We need
sigfluence. If Dr. Frankl equated meaning with lasting positive
influence, there would have been no need for my eight books or
twenty-five year sigfluence odyssey. It is very hard to get a new
idea accepted or even studied by the academic world. One
anonymous author quipped that “you have to wait for a
generation of college professors to die before the acceptance of
a new idea.” Thankfully, our family is long-lived. Genetics is on
my side.

Laura
Dr. Frankl was one of the leading figures of the twentieth century.
We may justifiably relate more naturally to Laura.
My wife and I met Laura while exercising at a local health club.
She was slowly recovering from a serious car accident. Laura had
turned inexplicably into an oncoming car, causing a tragic headon collision.
There was no airbag on Laura’s side of the car. Her six-month old
fetus died. Laura had spent nearly a year in successive surgeries,
struggling to walk again. There was supposed to be an airbag in
Laura’s car.
Someone in America neglected to install a standard airbag. This
neglect resulted in a lost child. The worker probably is not aware
of the long-term negative impact of his/her oversight. Sometimes
our actions lead to significant, long-term, positive influence –
sigfluence. Sometimes they lead to negfluence – lasting, negative
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influence. We are usually out of touch with both the long-term
positive and negative effects of our actions. Professor Jeffrey
Blustein of CUNY told me that he could agree with my concept
of sigfluence if I changed my basic idea to include both positive
and negative influence, leaving a mark, as a fundamental drive in
humans.
Shakespeare might agree with Dr. Blustein. In Richard the Third,
Gloucester laments that the spoils of war, especially favors from
the ladies, are not his because he is deformed. In his words:
“…since I cannot prove a lover…I am determined to
prove a villain.”
Gloucester plots to set his brother Clarence and King Edward in
“deadly hate, the one against the other.” Of course, Gloucester is
not Shakespeare. But Gloucester eloquently expresses Dr.
Blustein’s opinion of human nature. Since we can never prove
either side, it makes sense to present a noble vision of human
nature, since it reinforces good, sigfluential actions. Our young
people do not need Gloucester as a role model; they need Dr.
Frankl.
Our young people need to transform the workplace. They need
to infuse sigfluence into our definitions of jobs. Managers should
become servants of their employees attempting to optimize
worker sigfluence. Evaluations of workers, except the highly
incompetent who have to be removed, should be rethought. Our
evaluations at work are superficial at best. Our increasingly
compartmentalized society and tiny specialties remove us from
witnessing our long-term influence. Someone should be held
responsible for Laura’s loss. Many routine jobs have consequences
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that are not properly regarded by society, management, and the
worker. Esteemed researchers, like Dr. Sabin, have moments
where they question the value of their work. This means that
factory workers and lower skilled employees probably have even
lower confidence in the sigfluence of their jobs. We are more
interdependent than we may care to admit and need a societal
transformation to infuse pride in even the most humble
occupations.
Some may answer that they are just too busy to monitor longterm influence in their personal and professional lives. There is
a kernel of truth in this. We Americans have never worked harder
or longer on the economic treadmill. But our overloaded lives
leave some opportunities to monitor the long-term. However, we
avoid long-term analyses because we fear them. We share a silent,
unconscious fear that we have not lived up to our sigfluence
potential. If we did not fear facing our unrealized sigfluence, why
do we hide from sigfluence? Why do we have no word for
sigfluence? How could Dr. Sabin believe he had little sigfluence?
How do we allow millions to die from starvation, while we tune
in to gourmet cable programs? Why do so many die questioning
whether their lives have fulfilled their potential? We could change
that. Our young people, ages 18-25, are ready to positively
change the world – with our active partnership.

Ram Das
To those of you who lived during the 60s, Ram Das was a symbol
of the free love, drugs, psychedelic era. Ram Das left a
professorship at Harvard to (in his words) search for meaning.
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He was interviewed on WNYC in January of 1995 and spoke about
his worldwide journey to do something meaningful with his life.
He finally was able to start clinics in India to wipe out blindness in
several villages. He saw the significant, long-term, positive
influence of his actions. He was in direct contact with the people
whom he helped, and was now richly satisfied with his life.
Psychology might rationalize the work of Ram Das by theorizing
that it took a long time for Ram Das to discover his interest in
helping others. Others might have been enriched by stamp
collecting; still others might have found self-actualization in trout
fishing.
Contemporary psychology is missing the boat. We humans have
the rare ability to forge links between our current actions and
their long-term consequences. Sigfluence focuses our attention
on the key element in our search for meaning. Ram Das was
achieving sigfluence toward many. Also, he saw the positive
effects of his actions. This is not egotism. You do not need to brag
about your sigfluence. You need to achieve sigfluence.
Our young people need the word, the focus, and a partnership
with the elders to effect broad, societal sigfluence. They are ready.
Are we? The following chapters will highlight our young people’s
Potential for Sigfluence and specific directions for them and the
“elders” in transforming society.

Cheddie
Cheddie, one of my college students, described his reaction to
sigfluence at one of our book discussions. He confided that his
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treatments for leukemia were very painful, and that he lives
because his living and courage inspire others. He told us: “I live
for sigfluence. I didn’t think about this concept until I read your
book.”
Our society’s neglect prevented Cheddie from capturing the
central motivation of his life. A light bulb went on when Cheddie
read about sigfluence. Cheddie is an exemplar for Viktor Frankl’s
thesis that humans are motivated by a fundamental need to find
meaning in their lives. Cheddie found meaning and sigfluence
by carrying on for his parents, friends and us.
Cheddie may never be famous. He may never achieve the status
of Viktor Frankl or Dr. Sabin, but he is an exemplar.
He is also a hero and a guide for the Sigfluence Generation. Our
young people are the Cheddies of tomorrow. But there are strong
forces that militate against sigfluence. There are powerful obstacles and inertia that our young people must overcome. In time we
will explore these forces but let us shift gears and record the words
of one of our twentieth century’s most esteemed artistic giants.

Ingmar Bergman
Cheddie is an exemplar who, outside of family and friends, few
have heard of. Ingmar Bergman is arguably the leading film director
of the twentieth century. One of his masterpieces, The Seventh Seal,
is widely considered one of the greatest films ever made.
Bergman’s movie that is most relevant to sigfluence is Wild
Strawberries, that featured an esteemed doctor who is traveling to
his hometown to receive a distinguished service award. He drives
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with his daughter-in-law. Viktor Sjorstrom, Bergman’s inspired
lead for this movie, portrays beautifully a man who has lost his
youth and animation (Wild Strawberries) for the trappings of
societal status. Bergman makes us question whether we have
sacrificed sigfluence for status.
Thomas Mann made a similar point in his masterpiece, Death in
Venice, where Mann’s alter ego, Von Aschenbach, does not
describe any sigfluence he has achieved from his writings, despite
the applause of the critics and his high status. In fact, consider
Mann’s words describing Von Aschenbach’s belief about his
relation to young people:
“The young artist was taking away the breath of the
twenty year olds with his cynic utterances on the nature
of art and the artist life.”3
Mann may have been questioning his influence toward the
young. Thomas Mann was a Nobel Prize winning novelist. Was
his status justified by his influence toward others? Status should
be given to those who dedicate their lives to affecting sigfluence.
Bergman demonstrated humble and profound insight in crediting
his key influencers in the following:
“….I’m the sum total of everything I’ve read, seen, heard,
and experienced. I don’t believe that an artist has his roots
in the air. I (am) a little brick in a big building, dependent
on what is on either side of me, under me, and behind
me.”4
Bergman does not have a positive view of human nature. Or
perhaps he shows us the painful truth of human relations. In
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either case, he expresses an apocalyptic view of the future in the
following:
“It’s too late for revolutions and deep inside ourselves we
no longer even believe in their positive effects. Just
around the corner an insect world is waiting for us – and
one day it’s going to roll over our ultra-individualized
existence.”5
As I complete this book, Ingmar Bergman passed away. Steven
Holden gave a fitting tribute in the July 31, 2007 Arts page of the
New York Times. Mr. Holden confirmed my belief that Persona
was Bergman’s finest film. The masterpiece features Liv Ullman in
a stubbornly silent withdrawal from the world being cared for by
her effervescent nurse Bibi Anderson.
Persona symbolizes our temptation to withdraw from worldly
responsibilities, in Liv Ullman’s case both family and career.
Persona unsettles the viewer. It presents the perils and promise of
engaging the world and living a “responsible life.” It has no happy
ending and hammers us with its stark depiction of our inner lives
and psychic conflicts.
In Mr. Holden’s tribute he refers to Bergman’s ongoing fear of
death from the perspective of artful depiction of death in The
Seventh Seal (Bergman’s first major masterpiece) to his daily
pondering of death. Bergman spent much of his last years in
semi-isolation on Faro Island. Fortunately for us, he closed his
career with a stunning masterpiece, Saraband, that shows human
relations as they are, not like we want them to be. The Sigfluence
Generation will have to change “our ultra-individualized
existences.”
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