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ABSTRACT

Purpose has been shown in adolescence and young adulthood to be an important component of positive development; however, little is known about its prevalence and function in
later life. Surveys from a large (N ¼ 1,198), nationally representative sample of U.S. adults
ages 50-92 were collected to explore the prevalence of purpose in midlife (ages 50-64)
through later life (ages 65þ), as well as demographic differences and associations with indicators of positive adaptation and development. Results showed 31% of all participants—
midlife: 30%, later life: 33%—met our established criteria for purpose. Few demographic differences were found, though the prevalence of purpose was higher among people of color
in both midlife and later life. Additionally, those who were purposeful were more likely to
be higher on measures of positive adaptation and development across the sample.
Suggestions for future research on purpose in later life are presented, and preliminary
insights for practitioners in the fields of aging and later adult development are offered.

The Contours of Purpose in Midlife and
Later Life
Applied developmental scientists often, and importantly, focus their research on young people—children,
adolescents, and young adults. These developmental
phases mark unique ages of opportunity (Steinberg,
2014), but we often fail to appreciate that later life
also provides ample prospect for positive developmental change (Baltes, 1987; Lerner, Overton, Lamb, &
Freund, 2010). Indeed, understanding the potential for
positive development in later adulthood has never
been so important. Among United States residents,
the population of those age 65 and older is currently
the largest (47.8 million, or roughly 15% of the total
population) and fastest-growing segment of the population (demonstrating a 30% increase between 2005
and 2015, with a projected doubling by 2060) (United
States Census Bureau, 2017). As the numbers in this
age group rise, so does the capacity of older people to
engage more actively and meaningfully with life: On
average, they are healthier, more likely to live independently, and less likely to be disabled than ever
before (e.g., Costa, 2005; The Federal Interagency
Forum on Aging-Related Statistics, 2016). This
longevity bonus—accompanied by a greater likelihood
of high quality of life and active engagement in the
post-retirement years—allows for an age of
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opportunity in which life goals, trajectory, and meaning may be reimagined, reinvigorated, and realized
(Carstensen, 2009; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2009; Leider &
Webber, 2013).
One might think these findings on positive development in later life would go a long way toward dispelling antiquated societal views of aging as a time of
physical and cognitive decline; nonetheless, a narrative
that emphasizes deficits persists (Carstensen &
Charles, 2003; Ryff & Singer, 1998). Moreover, negative views of aging are accompanied by a dominant
cultural script suggesting an ideal later adulthood
consists of leisure, travel, relaxation, and other selffocused endeavors. Many see later life as a muchdeserved payoff for the toil and stress that typically
accompany work- and family-related responsibilities
in earlier adulthood (Dychtwald & Kadlec, 2010).
However, psychologists have presented substantial
evidence that self-oriented, hedonic motives and pursuits purchase only limited personal fulfillment and
life satisfaction (Kasser & Ryan, 2001). In contrast, the
pursuit of goals and engagement in activities that connect to (and often benefit) others and the larger world
are more likely to yield a sense of meaning, authenticity, and fulfillment—the hallmarks of eudaimonic
well-being (Waterman, 1993; Weinstein, Ryan, &
Deci, 2012). These eudaimonic motives and pursuits
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are associated not only with psychological well-being
but also improved physical health and greater longevity (Boyle, Barnes, Buchman, & Bennett, 2009; Hill &
Turiano, 2014; Ryff, Radler, & Friedman, 2015).
Theories of lifespan development suggest that generativity, the concern for and investment in future generations and the world beyond oneself, is a key to
psychological health in later life (Erikson, 1968;
McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992; Vaillant, 2002).
The greater longevity and higher quality of life of
older adults provide a ripe opportunity for them to
rethink priorities and engage meaningfully and productively. Sadly, this opportunity is too often squandered in the unbalanced pursuit of hedonic ambitions
or an exclusive focus on problems, hindering many
older adults’ personal well-being and their potential to
positively affect the world. Acknowledging this lost
potential, some commentators have called for a new
vision of later adulthood focused on investing in
eudaimonic pursuits rather than solely leisure-based
activities. For example, Freedman (2007, 2011) advances the notion of “encore careers,” characterized by
work and volunteer activities that enable and energize
older adults to benefit the world and future generations. Similarly, Leider and Webber (2013) have
framed later adulthood as a time for self-discovery
and the identification of new ways to actualize passions and commitments.
Despite these manifestos, scholars of positive development still grapple with how research can best support the realization of positive visions of aging. The
study reported herein is an effort to do that by
addressing a key construct in adaptation across life,
purpose in life (Damon, 2008; Emmons, 1999), which
is a key element in prominent theories of psychological well-being (e.g., Seligman, 2011; Ryff, 1989).
Scholars and practitioners have shown growing interest in the role purpose plays as a developmental antidote to deficit-centered, decline-focused perspectives
on aging, as well as a mechanism for creating a more
generative and fulfilling later adult life.
Background
Defining purpose. Following Damon and colleagues,
we define purpose as a sustained commitment to an
identity-relevant life goal that is both meaningful to
the self and intended to contribute to the world
beyond the self (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003). As
noted by Damon et al., in many prior psychological
studies “purpose” was conflated with the closely associated concept of “meaning.” But purpose requires its
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own particular definition distinguishing it from meaning, in part to prevent confusions arising from the use
of two different terms for the same concept. Both in
common vernacular as well as in philosophical and
theological discourse, purpose has a goal-directed
component not captured by the term “meaning.”
Baumeister and Vohs (2002) proposed that purpose
should be considered a subset of meaning, with its
own special features. Accordingly, Damon (2008)
defined purpose as the pursuit of a long-term goal not
only meaningful to the self but also actively engaged
in the world beyond the self. Such purposeful engagement may—or may not—be altruistic: Some purposes
reflect a desire to serve other people, whereas other
purposes may be driven by discovery, aesthetic, and
other self-transcendent motives that are not intentionally prosocial.
In this formulation, which we adopt, purpose is a
type of life goal—namely, a life goal to which one
commits, that is both stable over time and generalized
across life domains, and that reflects something meaningful to oneself while also intended to be of consequence to the world beyond oneself (rather than a
general sense or experience of purpose). Importantly,
this definition, unlike other conceptualizations (e.g.,
McKnight & Kashdan, 2009), explicitly requires a selftranscendent or “beyond-the-self” dimension, extending beyond one’s immediate self-interest. Purpose, in
this formulation, also includes a commitment dimension: It entails not only the presence of a life goal but
evidence of an active pursuit of that goal. Thus, to be
considered “purposeful,” a person must: (a) have at
least one personally meaningful life goal that extends
beyond the self and (b) be actively working toward
that goal.
This conceptualization of purpose has gained significant traction in the literature on youth development. Numerous studies have uncovered the benefits
of having purpose in adolescence and emerging adulthood, such as greater life satisfaction and hopefulness
about the future (Bronk, Hill, Lapsley, Talib, & Finch,
2009), a stronger sense of identity (Burrow, O’Dell, &
Hill, 2010), greater psychological maturity (Hill &
Burrow, 2012), and an increased sense that schoolwork is meaningful (Yeager & Bundick, 2009; see
Bronk, 2013 for a review). Youth purpose can be fostered in many ways (Koshy & Mariano, 2011); for
example, supportive family and friends (Moran,
Bundick, Malin, & Reilly, 2013) and teachers (Damon,
2009; Bundick & Tirri, 2014) can promote purpose,
and some more formal purpose-related interventions
with young people have shown promise (Bundick,
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2011; Dik, Steger, Gibson, & Peisner, 2011; Yeager
et al., 2014). But, to date, few scholars have explored
the present conceptualization of purpose in middle
and later adulthood.
Societal benefits of purpose. The present conceptualization of purpose extends beyond this role of promoting individual development and well-being to
implicate societal benefits as well. Whereas purpose
need not require noble intent per se (that is, ignoble
purposes do exist, such as those embodied by cult
leaders and suicide bombers), the vast majority of
those who commit to life goals intended to contribute
to the world beyond themselves aspire to do good in
the world (Damon, 2008). With that in mind, the
investigation of purpose heeds a broader call to better
understand mutually beneficial relations between self
and context (Brandtst€adter & Lerner, 1999), and the
importance to a thriving society of individuals’ investment in the common good (Putnam, 2000; Wuthnow,
1991). That is, the positive development of individuals
can and should be understood in the context of the
positive development of societies.
Purpose in later life. An investigation into the
prevalence and potential of purpose is thus timely and
vital in its potential for individual and social benefits.
The investigation of purpose in later life is particularly
urgent because the literature on later life suggests that
purpose may be in short supply among older adults, a
situation with dire consequences for later adult development and a regrettable waste of human resources.
Ryff and Keyes (1995), for example, asserted there is a
“structural lag problem” in society, whereby older
adults lose purpose in life because they have fewer
opportunities for purposeful engagement. This claim
has not been tested using a conceptualization of purpose as a commitment beyond the self, because Ryff’s
(1989) definition of purpose, focused on personal
meaningfulness and goal-directedness, does not
incorporate (or measure) active purposeful engagement as we define it.
Studies of meaning in later life yield a mixed picture. Some show evidence of negative trajectories for
meaning in later life (Hill, Turiano, Spiro, & Mroczek,
2015; Ryff, Keyes, & Hughes, 2003; Springer,
Pudrovska, & Hauser, 2011), whereas other cross-sectional studies report slightly higher levels of meaning
in later life compared to midlife samples (Steger,
Oishi, & Kashdan, 2009), and some longitudinal studies have found that levels of meaning are stable across
later adulthood (e.g., Ko, Hooker, Geldhof, &
McAdams, 2016). Overall, however, the preponderance of research suggests that the further people

progress from adulthood into old age the less likely
they are to experience their lives as meaningful (see
Bronk, 2013; Pinquart, 2002).
To the degree that such declines do exist, they may
portend significant developmental and existential challenges. For example, the lack of meaning and absence
of a purpose have been found to be important predictors of depression, stress, anxiety, and even suicidality
in older adults (Heisel, Neufeld, & Flett, 2015; Steger,
Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006; see also Wong, 2013).
Given the sobering epidemiological data showing that
suicide rates among the elderly are the highest of any
age group in the United States—with notable increases
among later adults in the last two decades (Curtin,
Warner, & Hedegaard, 2016)—the import and
urgency of addressing the development of both meaning and purpose in later life is clear and present.
Fortunately, there is encouraging evidence from the
positive youth development literature that meaning
and purpose can be promoted and a wealth of literature across the lifespan highlighting interventions and
strategies for accomplishing this (Shin & Steger,
2014). For example, there is a growing body of literature showing that meaning in older adults is enhanced
by stronger social integration and interpersonal relationships (Krause, 2007; Pinquart, 2002) and promising research in the domain of psychotherapy on
fostering purpose through meaning-centered existential therapy in adulthood (Vos, Cooper, & Craig,
2015). These bodies of work suggest that a better
understanding of the contours of purpose in later life
might be fruitful toward addressing the developmental
challenges of middle and later life and promoting
overall flourishing across the lifespan.
Present Study
Given the dearth of research investigating the construct
of purpose (as herein defined) in middle and later
adulthood, the present study is exploratory in nature.
To this end, we included in our study not only older
adults (65 and older), but also middle-aged respondents (ages 50-65) to investigate whether the prevalence
of purpose increases, decreases, or remains stable from
middle adulthood into older age, as well as whether
purpose has different properties or associations in middle and late adulthood in relation to various demographic factors and other indicators of health and
positive development. We chose 65 as the age that distinguished “middle-aged” from “older” sectors of our
sample because it is commonly used to demark the
qualitative shift to a later phase of life in the lifespan
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development literature (e.g., Erikson, 1968) and as the
typical age of retirement in the United States. Our
three primary objectives were to investigate: (a) the
prevalence of purpose in middle and later adulthood;
(b) demographic and health-related differences between
those who are purposeful and those who are not; and
(c) the degree to which being purposeful is associated
with other indicators of positive adaptation and development in middle and later adulthood.
Given our objectives and exploratory approach to
understanding the prevalence of purpose and its correlates in mid- and later life, we employed a quantitative
survey design with a large, nationally representative
U.S. sample. Thus, our first challenge was to establish
how best to properly operationalize purpose using a
survey. As with terminology related to purpose, measurement of the construct has been fraught with confusion, conflations, and complications. While it is beyond
the scope of this study to fully address the history of
these measurement issues (see Bronk, 2013, for a thorough review), we recognized that the present multidimensional conceptualization of purpose does not lend
itself to the typical form of unidimensional Likert-type
survey measure that has been common in the literature
(e.g., Hill, Edmonds, Peterson, Luyckx, & Andrews,
2016). For this reason, we created a new survey measure designed to identify the presence of purpose in its
full dimensionality. We constructed and validated the
measure through an iterative process employing mixedmethod data, collected as part of the larger research
project that included the survey data reported here as
well as interviews with a subset of respondents. We
describe this process briefly in the following section.
In addition to creating a valid measure of purpose
in adulthood, we sought to examine possible variations in rates of purpose across various demographic
characteristics. This paper reports on those findings as
well as the relationship of purpose to self-reported
health and a set of well-established indicators of positive adaptation and development in later adulthood.
Regarding demographic characteristics, we chose to
examine those that have been the focus of previous
investigations of purpose and related constructs (such
as meaning and generativity), as prior research indicates that purpose may vary across these demographic
differences. For example, Pinquart’s (2002) meta-analysis of studies investigating meaning in old age found
associations with socioeconomic and marital status,
and Ko et al. (2016) found that African Americans
had higher levels of meaning in later life. Keyes and
Ryff (1998) uncovered gender and education level
effects for generativity in later life, and Newton’s
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(2016) review of the generativity literature catalogued
gender and race differences (see also Hart, McAdams,
Hirsch, & Bauer, 2001). In her thorough review of the
literature on purpose and similar constructs in
younger samples, Bronk (2013) highlighted relations
between purpose and demographic factors including
age, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and educational attainment. The relationship of income and
meaning in life has been the focus of many studies,
with mixed results often depending on whether the
level of analysis is the person (e.g., Kobau, Sniezek,
Zack, Lucas, & Burns, 2010) or country (e.g., Oishi &
Diener, 2014). In studies focused at the person level,
the evidence points to a small, positive relationship
between income and meaning; however, this relationship may be bidirectional, and whatever effects flow
from income to meaning may be mediated by other
variables such as autonomy, competence, perceptions
of control, or religiosity (see Ward & King, 2017).
Additionally, given the considerable interest in and
practical implications of relations between purpose
and physical health later in life (Musich, Wang,
Kraemer, Hawkins, & Wicker (2018), an assessment
of self-reported health status was included. Previous
aging research has shown that a general sense of purposefulness (i.e., goal-directedness or meaning in life)
is related to various positive health outcomes (Ryff
et al., 2015), but the relationship between health and
the present conceptualization of purpose has not yet
been explored. Furthermore, regardless of whether
purpose is a significant factor contributing to better
health outcomes, most people are bound to face serious health-related challenges eventually. Therefore, it
is important to learn whether these challenges, when
they occur, portend the end of purpose. Accordingly,
our research asked whether there are differences in
the prevalence of purpose among respondents reporting different levels of overall health.
Our selection of indicators of positive development
was informed by a review of the literature in the
domains of adult and late adult psychological wellbeing (e.g., Ryff, 1989; Seligman, 2011), successful
aging (e.g., Baltes & Baltes, 1990), and flourishing (e.g.,
Keyes, 2002). Such models generally include indicators
of hedonic well-being (such as life satisfaction), eudaimonic well-being (such as personal growth), positive
relations and capacities important to connecting with
others and the world beyond the self (such as empathy
and generativity), and some conceptualization of wisdom in the context of successfully navigating the normative changes associated with the aging process. The
constraint of reasonable survey length (Krosnick &
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Presser, 2010) precluded our including all components
of these models, but the measures we selected capture
representative elements across the various models in
light of our particular objectives.

Method
Participants
All data reported in the present paper were collected as
part of a larger, mixed-methods study investigating the
development of purpose in later life. The larger study,
like the present paper, included 1198 adults between
the ages of 50 and 92 with a median age of 62. For
comparative purposes, we operationally defined our
midlife sample as comprising those age 50-64, and our
later life sample as those age 65 and older. All participants completed an online survey including a battery
of questionnaires; additionally, a subsample of 102 of
the survey respondents (selected from the overall sample using stratified sampling to ensure representation
across various configurations of life goals and levels of
commitment) took part in one-hour telephone interviews. A reputable national survey software and
research organization aided in selecting the overall
sample to be broadly representative of older adults living in the United States.1 The overall sample included
participants from all 50 states and the District of
Columbia. Half of the participants identified as female;
73% of participants identified as White, 9% as African
American, 6% as Latinx, 4% as Asian, 1% as Native
American and 7% as multiracial or multiethnic. The
sample was socioeconomically diverse: Participants’
average annual household income2 was $57,947, with a
broad range from those reporting household incomes
of less than $20,000 to those greater than $200,000.
Just over half the sample (56%) was married or partnered. In terms of education level, 20% of the survey
sample reported completing high school or less, 66%
completed some or all of college, and 14% obtained a
graduate degree (e.g., Master’s, M.D., Ph.D.). The
1

Whereas there are challenges to obtaining a truly representative sample
of older adults using online surveys and generalizability can be reduced
relative to census tract approaches, in general the internet is considered
to be a viable delivery system for collecting survey data (Remillard,
Mazor, Cutrona, Gurwitz, & Tjia, 2014). The primary alternative, telephone
surveys using random digit dialing, has become problematic in recent
years due to widespread abandonment of land lines, along with prevalent
use of various methods to screen out unwanted calls.

Specifically, we asked participants to “indicate the approximate total
combined income (i.e., combination of your income and, if applicable,
that of your spouse/domestic partner) in the last year you were
employed full-time.” This information was treated as a general marker of
socioeconomic status rather than an indicator of respondents’ present
financial condition.
2

sample was evenly split between those who identified
as retired and those who did not.
These demographic breakdowns were similar in the
midlife and later life subsamples, with two exceptions.
The gender breakdown was significantly different
across the subsamples (v2 ¼ 26.73, p < .001) in favor
of males in the midlife sample and females in the later
life sample. Also, not surprisingly, the proportion of
retirees was significantly different across the subsamples (v2 ¼ 289.73, p < .001) in favor of non-retirees in
the midlife sample and retirees in the later life sample.
Procedure
Participants were selected by the survey research organization from online research panels to be representative
of various demographic characteristics, including gender, race, and socioeconomic status, as well as representative of the population age distribution at age 50
and older. In line with the research firm’s ongoing
practices, survey participants were given a small remuneration (approximately $1) by the survey research
organization for participation in the present survey.
Surveys were administered online over the course of a
two-week span in November 2015. The median completion time for participants was 24 minutes.
Measures
The larger study included approximately 60 questions
about demographic characteristics, purpose, positive
development, views on aging, work, retirement, future
plans, caregiving, and volunteering. For the current
investigation, we focused our analyses on measures
related to demographic characteristics, self-reported
health status, purpose, and positive psychological
adaptation and development.
Demographic characteristics. Participants responded
to questions about their age, gender, race/ethnicity, marital/partner status, highest level of education, location of
residence, retirement status, and self-reported household income.
Self-reported health status. We used one item,
adapted from the World Health Organization Health
and Performance Questionnaire (Kessler et al., 2002),
which read “Which of the following best describes
your assessment of your health?” Response options
included “Poor,” “Fair,” “Good,” “Very Good,”
“Excellent,” and “Don’t know/Prefer not to answer.”
Single-item self-report measures of health status such
have been found to be reliable and valid across
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numerous studies (Miilunpalo, Vuori, Oja, Pasanen, &
Urponen, 1997; Wu et al., 2013).
Purpose. To assess our multidimensional conceptualization of purpose, we developed a new survey
measure. To begin, we gave participants a list of ten
broad life goals (e.g., “Teach what I’ve learned in life
to others”) that were constructed based on a review of
the literature on life goals (e.g., Damon, 2008;
Emmons, 1999; Klinger, 1977). We asked them to rate
each of the goals in terms of personal importance (on
a Likert scale from 1 ¼ not important to 5 ¼ extremely
important). Next, participants ranked their top three
goals from the same list of 10. Based on our literature
review and extensive pilot testing, five of the goals
were predesignated to be more beyond-the-self-oriented in nature (e.g., “Contribute to building a good
community”), and five were more self-oriented (e.g.
“Continue or develop a successful career”).
Subsequently, we asked participants to respond to
five statements about their broad commitment to their
top three goals. To this end, participants answered
questions about current engagement (“In any given
month, I’m usually doing something to … ”), meaning
(“This life goal reflects my life’s meaning and
purpose”), future importance (“I expect this life goal
to be important to me for the foreseeable future”),
goal clarity (“I’m clear about how to work toward my
life goal to … ”) and identity (“It’s part of who I am
to … ”) on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 (e.g., 1 ¼ not at
all true, 5 ¼ entirely true). We averaged the scores on
these five follow-up questions about broad commitment to give each participant a “commitment” score
toward their goals. Participants who selected at least
one beyond-the-self goal as one of their top three3,
rated it as at least very important, and had a commitment score toward their goal of 4 or more (out of 5)
were categorized as having “purpose.” All other
If participants selected “Pursue my spiritual goals” as one of their top
three life goals, this goal was treated as beyond-the-self in nature only if
the participant also ranked another beyond-the-self life goal in his or her
top three and rated it as very important. Pursuit of spiritual goals is not,
in itself, clearly either beyond-the-self-oriented or self-oriented. Previous
studies have revealed that some people may have beyond-the-self
understandings of their religious or spiritual goals while others take a
self-oriented approach, such as focusing the goal primarily on a desire to
get into heaven/achieve a desirable afterlife (see Moran et al., 2010).
Furthermore, in our own mixed methods analyses, we found that those
interviewees who were coded as purposeful on the interview and also
rated “pursue my spiritual goals” as their highest priority goal on the
survey, ranked at least one other purposeful goal in their top 3 and rated
it as very important or more. Though this aspect of our survey algorithm
for purpose may have led to some purposeful participants being
miscategorized as non-purposeful (false negatives), we felt it prudent in
this exploratory work to take a conservative approach, protecting strongly
against false positives, i.e., non-purposeful participants being
miscategorized as purposeful. See Bundick, Remington, Morton, and Colby
(2017) for a more detailed rationale.

3
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participants who did not meet each of these criteria
were categorized as “non-purpose.”
Other purpose-related measure. In addition to the
new measure of purpose described above, we included
another well-established measure related to a different
conceptualization of purpose that incorporates some
but not all of Damon et al.’s (2003) definitional
dimensions; specifically, the Purpose in Life (PIL) subscale of Ryff’s (1989) Psychological Well Being scales.
This measure of Ryff’s (1989) popular meaning-centered conceptualization of purpose was included, in
part, so that we could use it as a covariate in analyses
exploring the relations of our newly developed measure of purpose with indicators of positive development. We also used the PIL in separate analyses
investigating whether it showed results similar to or
different from those of our newly developed measure
of purpose. The PIL subscale is a 9-item Likert-type
scale (response options: 1 ¼ strongly disagree to
7 ¼ strongly agree) designed to capture the broad psychological experience of having a sense of meaning
and direction in life. Sample items include “Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of
them” and “I have a sense of direction and purpose in
life.” This scale has a long history of demonstrating
strong measurement properties (e.g., Ryff, 1989; Ryff
& Keyes, 1995) and exhibited strong reliability in the
present sample (a ¼ 0.84).
Indicators of positive adaptation and development. We selected six measures for inclusion in the
present study, broadly related to the following indicators of positive adaptation and development: empathy,
generativity, gratitude, life satisfaction, personal
growth, and wisdom.
Empathy. Empathy was measured using the
Empathic Concern subscale of Davis’s (1980)
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI). To accommodate
space constraints on the survey, four of the subscale’s
seven statements were selected and adapted for the
present study.4 Participants rated statements such as
“I often feel concerned for people who are less fortunate than me” on a scale from 1 ¼ not at all like me
to 5 ¼ very much like me. The original 7-item version
has demonstrated strong psychometric properties
across many studies (e.g., Davis, 1983); internal
4

There is much precedent for using abbreviated versions of the IRI (e.g.,
Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2015), for practical as well as psychometric
reasons such as improved reliability and measurement invariance (see
Braun, Rosseel, Kempenaers, Loas, & Linkowski, 2015). The three items
that were removed due to awkward and confusing wording included “I
am often quite touched by things that I see happen,” “Sometimes I don’t
feel very sorry for other people when they are having problems,” and
“Other people’s misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal.”
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consistency of the shortened 4-item version in the
present sample was strong (a ¼ 0.82).
Generativity. We employed the Loyola Generativity
Scale (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992), which is the
most commonly used measure to assess generativity
and has strong psychometric properties (Cheng,
2009). We used the 6-item version of this scale
employed in the Mid-Life in the United States
(MIDUS) study (Brim, Ryff, & Kessler, 2004), asking
participants to respond to statements like “Many people come to you for advice” on a Likert-type scale
from 1 ¼ not at all like me to 5 ¼ very much like me.
The present sample demonstrated very strong reliability for this measure (a ¼ 0.89)
Gratitude. Gratitude was measured using the
Gratitude Questionnaire-Six Item Form (GQ-6)
designed and validated by McCullough, Emmons, and
Tsang
(2002).
Participants
responded
from
1 ¼ strongly disagree to 7 ¼ strongly agree to statements
like “I have so much in life to be thankful for.” The
scale has been used extensively in the positive psychology field to measure gratitude and exhibited strong
reliability in the present sample (a ¼ 0.90).
Life satisfaction. Participants completed the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen,
& Griffin, 1985), a 5-item scale with Likert-type
response options ranging from 1¼ strongly disagree to
7 ¼ strongly agree. A sample item is “In most ways my
life is close to my ideal.” Numerous studies have demonstrated strong measurement properties across
diverse samples (see Pavot & Diener, 2008). The scale
exhibited strong reliability in the present sample (a ¼ 0.90).
Personal growth. Personal growth was assessed
using Robitschek’s (1998) Personal Growth Initiative
Scale. The measure comprises 9 items that ask participants for their agreement (from 1 ¼ strongly disagree
to 7 ¼ strongly agree) with statements like, “I know
how to change specific things that I want to change in
my life.” The scale has been validated across diverse
samples (Robitschek, 1998, 1999) and demonstrated
strong reliability in the present study (a ¼ 0.93).
Wisdom. Wisdom has been defined and operationalized in numerous ways (Gluck et al., 2013). For the
present study, we chose an assessment of wisdom
designed to represent multiple established theories
and measures of wisdom, in an attempt to capture its
breadth and complexity. Gluck et al.’s (2013) Brief
Wisdom Screening Scale (BWSS) is an amalgam of
items from three measures of wisdom prominently
used with older adults (e.g., Webster, 2003). Gluck
et al. constructed their scale by selecting the 20 items

that most strongly correlated with the common factor
across the measures. For the present study, we further
reduced the number of items, selecting 6 for our
shortened version of the BWSS. These items represent
most prominently the measure’s self-transcendence
subscale (4 items), given its relevance for our conceptualization of purpose; additionally, one item each
from the openness as well as reminiscence and reflectiveness subscales were selected to ensure representation of the multiple dimensions of the three original
wisdom measures represented in the scale. The survey
asked participants to rate their agreement (from
1 ¼ strongly disagree to 7 ¼ strongly agree) with statements such as “I’ve learned valuable life lessons from
others” and “I can accept the impermanence of
things.” Internal consistency of this 6-item version
was acceptable (a ¼ 0.76). We did not calculate subscale scores.
Analyses
We conducted our exploratory analyses in four steps.
The first set of analyses involved establishing and
reporting the prevalence of participants in our overall
sample as well as midlife and later life subsamples
who were categorized as purposeful using the method
described above. Next, we conducted a series of univariate analyses—including chi-square tests of independence and t-tests—to explore which of the selected
demographic variables and self-reported health status
statistically differed in their proportions of purposeful
respondents in the overall sample and the two subsamples. Third, we explored relations between purpose
and the selected indicators of positive development in
a series of one-way multivariate and univariate analyses of variance, separately for the overall sample and
two subsamples. Finally, we reran these multivariate
and univariate analyses of variance exploring the relations between purpose and the selected indicators of
positive development, this time including the PIL scale
as a covariate (again run separately for the overall
sample and two subsamples). The aim of this final
analytical step was to explore whether the purpose
measure explains unique variance in the indicators of
positive development above and beyond the variance
explained by Ryff’s measure, which assesses a generalized sense of meaning/purposefulness.
Results
Before running any analyses, we checked the standard
univariate and multivariate assumptions, for the

APPLIED DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE

overall sample and the midlife and later life subsamples. All assumptions were met, except the assumption
of normality for each of the indicators of positive
development for the overall sample and two subsamples, and for the PIL for the overall sample and later
life subsample. Although t-tests and analyses of variance are generally robust to violations of the normality assumption, to ensure there were no substantive
issues we ran each analysis considering the appropriate transformations, conversion to z-scores, and/or
nonparametric equivalent tests (e.g., the MannWhitney U test in place of a t-test). The results of
these checks showed no substantive differences from
the results with the untransformed variables and parametric tests; therefore, we report only the latter to
maximize interpretability.
Prevalence of and Demographic Differences
in Purpose
Using the present survey operationalization of purpose, we found that 30.97% (n ¼ 371 of 1198) of the
overall study participants met the criteria for purpose,
and 69.03% (n ¼ 827 of 1198) did not meet the criteria for purpose (a.k.a., the “non-purpose” group). For
the two subgroups, we found that 29.79% (n ¼ 238 of
799) of the midlife subsample and 33.33% (n ¼ 133 of
399) of the later life subsample met the criteria for
purpose; these proportions are not significantly different from each other (v2 ¼ 1.56, p ¼ .21).
Next, we explored possible demographic differences
between the purpose and non-purpose groups, in the
overall sample as well as in the midlife and later life
subsamples. Given the exploratory nature of the eight
separate analyses investigating these demographic differences, we controlled for the familywise error rate
using the Bonferroni correction, resulting in a
Bonferroni-adjusted critical value of p  .006.
Specifically, we tested for differences between the purpose and non-purpose groups with regard to age (ttests comparing mean age differences), gender (chisquare tests of independence), race/ethnicity (chisquares, with post hoc pairwise comparisons), marital/
partnership status (chi-squares), highest level of education obtained (t-tests comparing mean education
level differences), location of residence (chi-squares),
self-reported retirement status (chi-squares), and selfreported household income (t-test comparing mean
income differences). The results of these analyses are
reported in Table 1.
In the overall sample, only three of these results
were statistically significant at the Bonferroni-adjusted
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p  .006 level: gender, race/ethnicity, and education
level. Regarding gender, females were statistically
more likely than males to be purposeful. To explore
differences among races/ethnicities, adjusted standardized residuals were calculated to explore which cells
deviated from independence, and post-hoc pairwise
comparisons were conducted. Due to the low subsample size for Native Americans resulting in crosstabulation cell sizes less than 5, comparisons were
made only among White, Black, Latinx, Asian, and
Multiracial/Multiethnic groups (with an additional
Bonferroni adjustment resulting in a critical p-value of
p  .0012). Adjusted standardized residuals greater
than 2 are generally considered to be evidence of deviation from independence (Agresti, 2007). With this
guideline in mind, the results showed significant
adjusted standardized residuals for purposeful White
participants (-5.8), purposeful Black participants (3.2),
purposeful Latinx participants (3.0), and purposeful
Multiracial/Multiethnic participants (2.4). Post-hoc
pairwise comparisons showed that White participants
(26.24% purposeful) were statistically less likely to be
purposeful compared to Black participants (44.25%
purposeful; v2 ¼ 15.98, p < .001), Latinx participants
(46.67% purposeful; v2 ¼ 14.34, p < .001), and
Multiracial/Multiethnic participants (42.86% purposeful; v2 ¼ 10.56, p ¼ .001). Additionally, mean levels of
education were statistically significantly higher for
those with purpose. Further investigation of this finding exploring education level as a categorical variable
as well as binary groupings of participants by educational level (e.g., graduate degree versus no graduate
degree) revealed no statistically significant post-hoc
pairwise comparison results at the Bonferroni-adjusted
p  .0012 level.
In the midlife and later life subsamples, only the
race/ethnicity variable was statistically significant at
Bonferroni-adjusted p  .006 level (though the
reduced sample sizes may have limited the power to
detect significant differences for the other demographic variables). In the midlife subsample, the
results showed significant adjusted standardized residuals for purposeful White participants (-4.8), purposeful Black participants (2.1), and purposeful Latinx
participants (4.0). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons
showed that White participants (24.91% purposeful)
were statistically less likely to be purposeful compared
to Black participants (40.91%; v2 ¼ 7.76, p ¼ .005), and
Latinx participants (53.57%; v2 ¼ 21.04, p < .001). In
the later life subsample, the non-White subgroups
were too small to run post-hoc pairwise comparisons.

High School/GED or less
Some College
4-year College Degree
Graduate Degree
Location of residence
City
Suburb
Small town
Rural area
Retirement status
Retired
Not retired

Gender
Female
Male
Race/Ethnicity
White
African American
Latinx
Asian
Native American
Multiracial/Multiethnic
Marital/Partnership status
Single
Married/in a civil union
Living with a partner
Divorced
Separated
Widowed
Level of education

Demographic variable
Age

26.03%
39.92%
16.65%
17.40%
32.79%
67.21%

24.79%
41.32%
17.03%
16.86%

50.17%
49.83%

22.15%
50.19%
6.25%
16.65%
1.25%
4.63%

17.86%
51.09%
4.76%
17.78%
1.00%
7.51%

18.04%
44.22%
25.03%
12.71%

72.11%
8.29%
7.04%
4.56%
0.63%
7.29%

72.96%
9.49%
6.30%
3.61%
0.59%
7.05%

18.88%
43.37%
23.72%
14.03%

44.81%
55.19%

Midlife
subsample
M ¼ 57.57
(SD ¼ 4.31)
Range:
50–64

50.08%
49.92%

Overall
sample
M ¼ 61.88
(SD ¼ 7.55)
Range:
50–92

Sample characteristics

84.96%
15.04%

22.31%
44.11%
17.79%
15.79%

20.57%
41.65%
21.08%
16.71%

9.27%
52.88%
3.01%
20.80%
0.75%
13.78%

74.68%
11.90%
4.81%
1.52%
0.51%
6.58%

60.65%
39.35%

Later life
subsample
M ¼ 70.50
(SD ¼ 4.76)
Range:
65–92

32.11%
29.82%

37.04%
27.68%
29.41%
31.68%

28.04%
31.21%
26.32%
34.27%
25.00%
32.22%
Purpose:
M ¼ 5.00
(SD ¼ 1.51)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ 4.74
(SD ¼ 1.44)
27.48%
29.22%
32.26%
39.39%

26.24%
44.25%
46.67%
39.53%
42.86%
42.86%

35.00%
26.92%

31.30%
29.05%

37.02%
24.45%
31.58%
29.50%

25.42%
30.92%
22.00%
33.08%
30.00%
35.14%
Purpose:
M ¼ 4.99
(SD ¼ 1.45)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ 4.79
(SD ¼ 1.41)
25.35%
29.69%
31.57%
34.00%

24.91%
40.91%
53.57%
35.14%
–
39.66%

33.80%
26.53%

Midlife
subsample
Purpose:
M ¼ 57.47
(SD ¼ 4.43)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ 57.62
(SD ¼ 4.26)

32.74%
36.67%

37.08%
33.52%
25.35%
36.51%

40.54%
31.75%
50.00%
34.94%
–
30.91%
Purpose:
M ¼ 5.00
(SD ¼ 1.62)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ 4.63
(SD ¼ 1.49)
31.25%
28.40%
34.15%
47.49%

28.81%
48.94%
26.32%
–
–
50.00%

36.78%
28.03%

Later life
subsample
Purpose:
M ¼ 70.63
(SD ¼ 4.58)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ 70.43
(SD ¼ 4.85)

Prevalence of purpose (vs. non-purpose)
Overall
sample
Purpose:
M ¼ 62.18
(SD ¼ 7.75)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ 61.74
(SD ¼ 7.46)

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Differences in Purpose for Demographic Variables.

v2 ¼ 9.75
(V ¼ 0.11)
p ¼ 0.02
v2 ¼ 0.42
(V ¼ 0.02)
p ¼ 0.51

v2 ¼ 0.74
(V ¼ 0.02)
p ¼ 0.39

t ¼ 1.85
(d ¼ 0.15)
p ¼ 0.06

t ¼ 2.80
(d ¼ 0.17)
p ¼ 0.005

v2 ¼ 7.90
(V ¼ 0.08)
p ¼ 0.05

v2 ¼ 3.98
(V ¼ 0.07)
p ¼ 0.05

v2 ¼ 29.01
(V ¼ 0.19)
p < .001

v2 ¼ 4.99
(V ¼ 0.08)
p ¼ 0.03

Midlife
subsample
t ¼ 0.45
(d ¼ 0.03)
p ¼ 0.65

v2 ¼ 2.81
(V ¼ 0.05)
p ¼ 0.73

v2 ¼ 34.55
(V ¼ 0.17)
p < .001

v2 ¼ 9.14
(V ¼ 0.09)
p ¼ 0.003

Overall
sample
t ¼ 0.95
(d ¼ 0.06)
p ¼ 0.34

v2 ¼ 0.35
(V ¼ 0.03)
p ¼ 0.55

v2 ¼ 2.88
(V ¼ 0.08)
p ¼ 0.41

t ¼ 2.24
(d ¼ 0.22)
p ¼ 0.03

v2 ¼ 4.13
(V ¼ 0.11)
p ¼ 0.04

v2 ¼ 18.51
(V ¼ 0.19)
p ¼ .002

v2 ¼ 3.28
(V ¼ 0.09)
p ¼ 0.07

Later life
subsample
t ¼ 0.40
(d ¼ 0.04)
p ¼ 0.69

Effect size and p-value of group comparison
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Note. Overall sample N ¼ 1198, Midlife subsample n ¼ 799, Later life subsample n ¼ 399. Non-Purp ¼ Non-Purpose. d ¼ Cohen’s d. V ¼ Cramer’s V. Response options for mean comparison of level of education
ranged from 1 (less than high school) to 8 (doctoral degree).

13.03%
29.57%
24.56%
13.78%
7.52%
4.76%
6.77%
15.27%
30.91%
18.27%
11.89%
7.76%
5.26%
10.65%
14.52%
30.47%
20.37%
12.52%
7.68%
5.09%
9.35%
$20,000
$20,001-$39,999
$40,000-$59,999
$60,000-$79,999
$80,000-$99,999
$100,000-$119,999
$120,000þ

M ¼ $59,455
(SD ¼ $44,416)
Household income

M ¼ $57,947
(SD ¼ $41,501)

M ¼ $54.926
(SD ¼ $34,796)

Purpose:
M ¼ $57,196
(SD ¼ $41,635)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ $58,283
(SD ¼ $41,462)
31.03%
34.25%
26.64%
30.67%
28.26%
34.43%
30.36%

Purpose:
M ¼ $59,619
(SD ¼ $44,793)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ $58,386
(SD ¼ $44,296)
29.51%
30.77%
26.71%
33.68%
27.42%
30.95%
29.41%

Purpose:
M ¼ $52,861
(SD ¼ $35,030)
Non-Purp:
M ¼ $55,958
(SD ¼ $34,698
34.62%
41.53%
26.53%
25.45%
30.00%
42.11%
33.33%

t ¼ 0.42
(d ¼ 0.03)
p ¼ 0.68

t ¼ 0.07
(d ¼ 0.01)
p ¼ 0.95

t ¼ 0.84
(d ¼ 0.08)
p ¼ 0.40
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Whereas these statistically significant findings are
noteworthy, given the large sample size of the overall
sample and exploratory nature of the present work,
we believe the findings most worthy of attention are
those that meet Cohen’s (1988) minimum criteria for
practical significance. To interpret our results through
this lens, for the chi-square analyses we calculated
Cramer’s V and for the t-tests we calculated Cohen’s
d (as reported in Table 1) for the overall sample. For
gender (Cramer’s V ¼ 0.09) and highest level of education (Cohen’s d ¼ 0.17), the effect sizes were below
the commonly accepted thresholds for even small
practical significance of Cramer’s V ¼ 0.10 and
Cohen’s d ¼ 0.20 (Cohen, 1988). However, for race/
ethnicity (Cramer’s V ¼ 0.17), as well as the statistically significant subgroup comparisons—White participants compared to Black participants (Cramer’s
V ¼ 0.13), Latinx participants (Cramer’s V ¼ 0.12), and
Multiracial/Multiethnic
participants
(Cramer’s
V ¼ 0.11)—the effect sizes were considered to be of
small albeit meaningful practical significance.
Additionally, for the midlife subsample, the effect sizes
for purpose vs. non-purpose comparisons on race/ethnicity (Cramer’s V ¼ 0.19), and subgroup comparisons
of White participants compared to Black participants
(Cramer’s V ¼ 0.11) and Latinx participants (Cramer’s
V ¼ 0.18) were similarly considered to be of small but
meaningful practical significance.
Given the result showing no significant difference
in purpose as a function of age—which runs counter
to much of the existing literature in this domain—we
ran an additional correlation analysis testing the relation between Ryff’s (1989) PIL and age. Interestingly,
the result showed a small but statistically significant
(at the literature-informed critical p-level of .05) positive relationship between the Ryff PIL and age
(r ¼ .06, p ¼ .03) across the overall sample. Notably,
the scores on the Ryff PIL and age were not related in
the midlife subsample (r ¼ .01, p ¼ .68), but trended
toward significance in the smaller later life subsample
(r ¼ .08, p ¼ .09).
Relations between Purpose and Self-Reported
Health Status
Relations between purpose and self-reported health
status were investigated via independent samples ttests, comparing mean levels of self-reported health
between the purpose group and the non-purpose
group. The three participants who responded “Don’t
know/Prefer not to answer” on self-reported health
were dropped from this analysis. The results for the
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Table 2. MANOVA and Follow-up ANOVA Results for Indicators of Positive Development.
Overall sample (N ¼ 1198)

Midlife subsample (n ¼ 799)

Later life subsample (n ¼ 399)

Multivariate F ¼ 53.24 g2 ¼ .21

Multivariate F ¼ 37.83 g2 ¼ .22

Multivariate F ¼ 17.59 g2 ¼ .21

F

Effect size (g2)

F

Effect size (g2)

F

Effect size (g2)

70.68
228.48
124.82
150.51
129.58
148.68

0.06
0.16
0.09
0.11
0.10
0.11

51.12
169.41
78.14
94.85
108.38
100.20

0.06
0.18
0.09
0.11
0.12
0.11

18.20
60.52
46.76
56.37
24.06
47.34

0.04
0.13
0.10
0.12
0.06
0.11

Indicator of Positive Development
Life satisfaction
Generativity
Gratitude
Personal growth
Wisdom
Empathy

Note. All effects are significant at p < .001.

Table 3. Means, Standard Deviations, and 95% Confidence Intervals for Purpose vs. Non-Purpose for the Overall Sample.
Indicator of Positive Development
Life satisfaction
Generativity
Gratitude
Personal growth
Wisdom
Empathy

Purpose M (SD)
4.82
3.87
6.04
5.44
5.69
4.40

Non-Purpose M (SD)

(1.34)
(0.73)
(0.87)
(0.95)
(0.78)
(0.61)

4.08
3.11
5.32
4.60
5.05
3.85

(1.42)
(0.83)
(1.09)
(1.15)
(0.94)
(0.77)

Purpose 95% CI

Non-Purpose 95% CI

4.67-4.96
3.79-3.95
5.93-6.14
5.32-5.55
5.60-5.78
4.33-4.48

3.99-4.18
3.06-3.17
5.25-5.39
4.52-4.67
4.99-5.11
3.80-3.90

Note. N ¼ 1198. Scale ranges for each variable were from 1 to 7. All mean differences are significant at p < .001.

overall sample showed no statistically significant difference in self-reported health for the purpose group
(M ¼ 3.17, SD ¼ 1.07) compared to the non-purpose
group (M ¼ 3.06, SD ¼ .99); t(1193) ¼ 1.68, p ¼ .09,
Cohen’s d ¼ 0.10. Similarly, the results for the midlife
and later life subsamples showed no statistically significant difference in self-reported health for the purpose group (midlife: M ¼ 3.18, SD ¼ 1.11; later life:
M ¼ 3.17, SD ¼ 1.02) compared to the non-purpose
group (midlife: M ¼ 3.02, SD ¼ 1.04; later life:
M ¼ 3.18, SD ¼ 0.92); midlife: t(797) ¼ 1.95, p ¼ .05,
Cohen’s d ¼ 0.14; later life: t(397) ¼ 0.04, p ¼ .97,
Cohen’s d ¼ 0.00.
Relations between Purpose and Indicators of
Positive Development
To address the third research objective, we explored
relations between our operationalization of purpose
and the selected indicators of positive development
through a one-way multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA), with purpose (versus non-purpose) as
the independent variable and the six indicators of
positive development as the dependent variables. We
ran separate MANOVAs for the overall sample, and
the midlife and later life subsamples.5 As shown in
5

For the overall sample MANOVA and its accompanying MANCOVA, we
also ran a MANCOVA controlling for the demographic variables found to
be statistically significant in the preceding set of analyses (i.e., gender,
race/ethnicity, and highest level of education); additionally, for the midlife
subsample MANOVA and its accompanying MANCOVA, we ran a
MANCOVA controlling for race/ethnicity. None of results of any of these
MANCOVAs substantively or statistically changed the nature or
interpretation of the results, so they are not reported.

Table 2, the overall sample one-way MANOVAs
revealed significant multivariate main effects for purpose for the overall sample (Wilks’ k ¼ .79, F (6,
1191) ¼ 53.42, p <. 001, g2 ¼ .21), midlife subsample
(Wilks’ k ¼ .78, F (6, 792) ¼ 37.83, p <. 001, g2 ¼ .22),
and later life subsample (Wilks’ k ¼ .79, F (6,
391) ¼ 17.59, p <. 001, g2 ¼ .21).
Given the statistical significance of the overall tests,
the univariate main effects were examined via followup one-way ANOVAs. As also shown in Table 2, the
effects were statistically significant for each of the
indicators of positive development. All partial eta
squared statistics were in the .04-.13 range suggested
by Cohen (1988) to be considered of medium practical significance, with the exception of the overall
effects (g2  .21) as well as the effects for generativity
for the overall sample (g2 ¼ .16) and midlife subsample (g2 ¼ .18) which are considered large practical
effect sizes (see also Vacha-Haase & Thompson,
2004). Additionally, we calculated the mean differences between the purpose and non-purpose groups for
each indicator of positive development for the overall
sample and two subsamples; these differences are
reported in Tables 3-5.
To explore the potential unique contribution of
purpose, as we have defined it, in explaining variation
in the indicators of positive development beyond that
explained by a traditional measure of a generalized
sense of meaning/purposefulness (i.e., Ryff’s (1989)
Purpose in Life (PIL) scale), we reran the abovementioned MANOVAs as MANCOVAs that similarly
explored the relations among purpose and the selected
indicators of positive development, while including
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Table 4. Means, Standard Deviations, and 95% Confidence Intervals for Purpose vs. Non-Purpose for the Midlife Subsample.
Indicator of Positive Development
Life satisfaction
Generativity
Gratitude
Personal growth
Wisdom
Empathy

Purpose M (SD)
4.70
3.91
5.95
5.43
5.74
4.39

Non-Purpose M (SD)

(1.42)
(0.73)
(0.96)
(1.01)
(0.78)
(0.62)

3.92
3.10
5.22
4.57
5.00
3.83

Purpose 95% CI

Non-Purpose 95% CI

4.52-4.88
3.82-4.01
5.83-6.07
5.30-5.56
5.64-5.84
4.32-4.47

3.80-4.04
3.02-3.16
5.12-5.31
4.47-4.67
4.92-5.08
3.76-3.89

(1.42)
(0.84)
(1.12)
(1.19)
(0.96)
(0.78)

Note. n ¼ 799. Scale ranges for each variable were from 1 to 7. All mean differences are significant at p < .001.

Table 5. Means, Standard Deviations, and 95% Confidence Intervals for Purpose vs. Non-Purpose for the Later Life Subsample.
Indicator of Positive Development
Life satisfaction
Generativity
Gratitude
Personal growth
Wisdom
Empathy

Purpose M (SD)
5.02 (1.17)
3.78 (0.73)
6.19 (0.66)
5.44 (0.84)
5.60 (0.77)
4.42 (0.59)

Non-Purpose M (SD)
4.43 (1.36)
3.14 (0.80)
5.53 (1.01)
4.65 (1.06)
5.16 (0.89)
3.90 (0.75)

Purpose 95% CI
4.82-5.22
3.66-3.91
6.08-6.30
5.30-5.59
5.47-5.74
4.31-4.52

Non-Purpose 95% CI
4.26-4.59
3.05-3.24
5.41-5.65
4.52-4.78
5.06-5.27
3.81-3.99

Note. n ¼ 399. Scale ranges for each variable were from 1 to 7. All mean differences are significant at p < .001.

Table 6. MANCOVA and Follow-up ANCOVA Results for Indicators of Positive Development, Controlling for Ryff (1989) Purpose in
Life Subscale Scores.
Overall sample (N ¼ 1198)

Midlife subsample (n ¼ 799)

Later life subsample (n ¼ 399)

Purpose multivariate F ¼ 39.50, g ¼ .17

Purpose multivariate F ¼ 30.70, g ¼ .19

Purpose multivariate F ¼ 10.93, g2 ¼ .14

2

Indicator of Positive
Development
Life satisfaction
Generativity
Gratitude
Personal growth
Wisdom
Empathy

F
27.39
156.67
62.18
75.45
69.93
109.10

Effect size (g2)
0.02
0.12
0.05
0.06
0.06
0.08

2

F
24.83
126.87
43.23
54.26
70.40
75.89

Effect size (g2)
0.03
0.14
0.05
0.06
0.08
0.09

F
3.11
33.51
18.48
22.82
6.66
33.15

Effect size (g2)
0.01
0.08
0.04
0.05
0.02
0.08

Note. All effects significant at p < .001, except for wisdom (p ¼ .01) and life satisfaction (p ¼ .08) in the later life subsample.

the PIL scale scores as a covariate. The MANCOVA
results, as presented in Table 6, showed significant
contributions of the present operationalization of purpose to the indicators of positive development over
and above that of the PIL for the overall sample and
both subsamples. Follow-up one-way ANCOVAs
exploring the univariate main effects showed that purpose explained significant unique variance, above and
beyond the PIL scores, in each of the selected indicators of positive development as well for the overall
sample and both subsamples, with two exceptions in
the later life subsample (wisdom fell just short of the
.006 critical p-level at p ¼ .01, and life satisfaction was
not significantly related to purpose).

Discussion
The overarching objective of the present study was to
explore how purpose —defined as the commitment to
and pursuit of beyond-the-self-oriented life goals—
operates in midlife and later life. Whereas purpose
has been the focus of much investigation in adolescence and early adulthood, the development and function of the construct is poorly understood in later

adulthood. The present work explored a large, nationally representative survey sample to better understand
the prevalence of purpose in mid- and later life and
to provide preliminary evidence about how the prevalence of purpose differs as a function of various
demographic characteristics as well as how it relates
to a set of indicators of positive adaptation and
development.
Prevalence of Purpose
We found that purpose is present in 31% of our overall sample, including three in ten in the midlife subsample and one-third of the later life subsample. This
figure is higher than the 20% prevalence found in
research on adolescents (Damon, 2008; Bronk, 2013),
though some previous research has shown a similar
prevalence among young adults (Moran, 2009) suggesting the possibility of a developmental plateau in
adulthood. Perhaps this is not surprising; with age—
and the further development of one’s self-knowledge
and identity, as well as the greater maturity, wisdom,
experience, and opportunity that accompany it—one
is quite naturally more likely to identify, commit to,
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and pursue one’s life goals. The present study did not
investigate the mechanisms through which participants arrived at their purposes or to what degree
processes such as self-reflection or social cohesion
may have led them to become more purposeful. For
that reason, we can only speculate here about why
some are meaningfully engaging in the pursuit of purposeful goals, while others are not. Certainly, this is
an area ripe for future inquiry. That said, given the
prevailing stereotypes of older people as not actively
engaged in contributing to the world beyond themselves, along with the high bar we set for categorizing
respondents as purposeful, it is encouraging that a
substantial proportion of people aged 50 and over are
meaningfully engaged in the pursuit of beyond-theself-oriented life goals.
At the same time, given the centrality of purpose
in positive adaptation, the fact that nearly 7 in 10
older people are not purposeful suggests there is still
important work to do. There are numerous possible
explanations for why most people in their later years
are not actively pursuing a personally meaningful,
self-transcendent life goal, including the pressures of a
broader societal orientation that values a relaxing,
self-focused retirement; individuals’ lack of understanding of the developmental importance of generative pursuits in later life; limited knowledge of
accessible opportunities for purposeful engagement; or
psychological barriers such as the belief that it is “too
late in life” to pursue what may be perceived as such
a lofty aspiration.
Purpose is Broadly Accessible in Later Life
Our exploratory analyses provide evidence that, in
general, purpose does not meaningfully vary as a
function of health status or demographic characteristics, with the notable exception of the race/ethnicity
analyses showing a higher prevalence of purpose for
people of color relative to White participants. This
general absence of practically significant differences in
health status and on most demographic variables suggests purpose is widely accessible to people of all
backgrounds, all ages across the spectrum of later life,
the full range of socioeconomic statuses, and both
men and women; and that being in poor health need
not prevent purposeful pursuits. Moreover, one notable takeaway from the present findings is that, in
most ways, purpose appears to function similarly in
midlife and later life. These insights are important in
the context of common (mis)conceptions that purpose
development occurs solely in the younger years, and

that purpose is primarily in the purview of the privileged; or, conversely, that pursuing one’s purpose provides a pathway to financial success (Corley, 2016).
The present results suggest that purpose is no more
common among the economically well-off than those
of lesser means, and the opportunities afforded by
higher education are unlikely to make much functional difference in the likelihood of finding and actualizing meaningful, stable, self-transcendent goals.
Deepening our understanding of these striking findings is fertile ground for future research, in particular
qualitative work through which to illuminate the roles
of participants’ intentions, rationales, and life experiences in shaping their purpose trajectories.
It is noteworthy that the relative absence of statistically or practically significant demographic differences in the prevalence of purpose does not align with
findings of previous related research in which purpose
is conceptualized as a broader, more subjective sense
of how meaningful or purposeful one’s life feels.
Given the large size and high quality of our sample
(i.e., nearly 1200 participants in a nationally representative sample) and the rigor with which the survey
operationalization of purpose was constructed (i.e.,
with careful representation of the full dimensionality
of the Damon et al. (2003) definition, and strong
agreement with interview-based categorizations based
on an established coding scheme for a subset of participants as described in Bundick, Remington,
Morton, and Colby (2017), we believe our null results
regarding demographic differences represent meaningful and important findings. That is, the differences in
the conceptualization of purpose between previous
work and the present study likely reflect meaningfully
different understandings and experiences of purpose
in the lives of the participants. To the extent that this
is the case, the present findings should not necessarily
be expected to align with previous findings that are
based on different conceptualizations of purpose.
At the same time, we recognize there are other possible explanations for these non-significant findings.
One explanation is statistical: In contrast to the operationalizations of purpose-like constructs in other
research that typically involved continuous measures,
the present study operationalized purpose dichotomously, which can reduce the likelihood of finding
meaningful effects (MacCallum, Zhang, Preacher, &
Rucker, 2002). We believe, however, that this
approach was critical in allowing us to capture the
multidimensionality of purpose in a single variable
(i.e., requiring each of the criteria of purpose—presence of an important life goal, the beyond-the-self
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nature of that goal, and commitment to that goal—in
order to categorize a respondent as purposeful). This
was necessary in order to investigate the construct in
its full form. In this context, it is notable that the
dichotomous nature of our purpose assessment did
not prevent statistically significant associations with
other constructs we measured, an indication that the
absence of differences on the demographic and selfreported health variables is likely not an artifact of
inadequate instrumentation or measurement error.
It is also important to note that, whereas the present
analyses did not directly investigate the content of participants’ life goals, another possible explanation for the
absence of many demographic differences is that many
beyond-the-self-oriented life aims are widely accessible,
such as the commitment to contribute to one’s community, to teach others the valuable life lessons one
has learned, or to simply interact with others on a dayto-day basis with the intent to spread joy or intentionally reflect one’s own spiritual or religious codes. Some
paths toward actualizing particular self-transcendent
life aims may be more readily pursued in the context
of greater resources (such as aspirations related to certain career domains that require the means and time to
pursue advanced degrees, such as pediatric medicine or
early childhood education), but the underlying life aim
itself (in this example, improving the lives of children)
likely has myriad alternate paths toward its actualization (e.g., volunteering with kids through a church or
other local community organization). Further study of
the potential effects of demographic factors in relation
to purpose is warranted. However, if the present
results’ lack of practical differences in purpose as a
function of age (for those 50þ), gender, marital/partnership status, level of education, location of residence,
income, retirement status, and health status prove to
be robust phenomena, we believe this constitutes one
of the most potentially important findings of our investigation: that purpose is, generally speaking, accessible
to people in their later years from the full variety of
backgrounds and in a very wide array of circumstances.
If this is so, it is incumbent upon researchers and practitioners of later life development to test and effectuate
interventions that are similarly universally accessible.
Purpose and Race/Ethnicity
The one demographic finding of the present work
showing statistically and practically significant differences in purpose—the role of race/ethnicity—contributes to a small but growing body of research
suggesting a higher prevalence of purpose and related
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constructs for people of color, including older adults.
For example, Hart et al. (2001) found levels of generativity were higher for African-American middle-to-late
adults compared to Whites when controlling for education and income; and Ko et al. (2016) found that
levels of purpose (as measured by Ryff’s (1989) PIL
subscale) were higher for older African American
adults, relative to Whites. Ko et al. suggested, as one
possible (though partial) explanation, that higher levels of purpose for African Americans in their study
could be related to the fact that, on average, mean levels and the identity centrality of religiosity are higher
among people of color (see Chatters, Nguyen, &
Taylor, 2014), and religiosity has been shown to be
related to purpose (see Krause, 2008). Whereas religiosity may play a mediating role, there are other possible explanations for a higher prevalence of purpose
among people of color in later life. For example, people of color may be more likely to be invested in the
well-being of their communities (Smith, 1994; cf.
Wilson & Musick, 1997), which in turn may provide
them more frequent, socially desirable avenues toward
self-transcendent engagement as well as a general
sense of purpose (Thoits, 1983). Another possibility is
that older people of color may be more likely than
Whites to feel a need and responsibility to pass on to
their children and community youth what they have
learned from their own life experience about how to
successfully navigate the challenges presented by racial
discrimination (Hughes, Rodriguez, Smith, Johnson,
Stevenson, & Spicer, 2006). Whereas there is growing
attention to these potential racial/ethnic differences in
purpose, Bronk (2013) concluded in her thorough
review of the literature on purpose that research on
the experiences of purpose in diverse groups is sorely
lacking. We join her in calling for a more robust
research agenda among investigators of purpose to
better understand the degree to which experiences
and contexts related to race and ethnicity play a role
in the development of purpose, in later life as well as
earlier in the life span.
Purpose and Positive Development
The results presented here strongly suggest important
relations between purpose and positive adaptation and
development in later life, as evidenced in the statistically significant findings (with medium-to-large effect
sizes) regarding purpose and several indicators of
positive development. Most of these relations were
statistically significant even when controlling for a
well-established measure of general sense of purpose,
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Ryff’s Purpose in Life subscale (1989), and most of
their effect sizes remained in the medium-to-large
range. Whereas common method bias may have come
into play for some of the variables, the significant
relations between purpose and indicators of positive
development cannot be dismissed as mere artifacts of
item overlap. The items used to assess purpose were
designed to be specific to the construct and focused
on the nature of each of the identified life goals in
particular, whereas the indicators of positive development scales asked about experiences related specifically to those constructs (e.g., broad life evaluation,
orientations toward growth or generative behaviors,
and the like). None of the items for any of the positive adaptation and development measures match any
of the aspects our measure of purpose.
We believe the relations between purpose and these
indicators of positive development provide evidence of
the potential adaptive power of having and pursuing a
beyond-the-self purpose. Whereas the present study
does not permit causal inferences, the directionality of
many of the effects may be plausibly understood to
flow, at least in part, from the presence of purpose to
the increased likelihood of positive development in
other areas. There is some evidence for this in the literature: One longitudinal study investigating the directionality of relations between generativity and
purpose among older people failed to provide support
for a generativity-to-purpose pathway, leaving open
the possibility of a purpose-to-generativity pathway
(Ko et al., 2016). In a purpose-to-generativity scenario,
one who is actively engaged in the pursuit of one’s
purpose is likely to feel and understand oneself as
generative as a result of witnessing the fruits of that
action. For example, when a youth leader—whose
purpose is to lead and inspire young people—organizes a group of adolescents at a community center to
clean up a local neighborhood, she helps to improve
the living conditions in the community and promotes
positive developmental outcomes for the youth,
thereby increasing her own sense of generativity.
At the same time, some of the effects investigated
in the present paper may not a priori have as obvious
a direction flowing from purpose. For example, people
who are wise may be more likely to have the requisite
self-knowledge for identifying a purpose, and the relations between purpose and life satisfaction are likely
to be bidirectional (Steger & Kashdan, 2007). Since
the present study wasn’t designed to explore the directionality of effects, we heartily encourage future longitudinal and experimental research on purpose in later
life to examine these critical developmental questions.

Study Limitations and Future Directions
for Research
As noted by other purpose scholars (e.g., Damon,
2008), quantitative studies in this domain cannot fully
capture the complexities and multidimensionality of
purpose. We acknowledge that the present survey
operationalization of purpose can only approximate
the presence or absence of the construct’s components. We have noted the disadvantages of a dichotomous rather than continuous measure. At the same
time, we believe our approach has greater fidelity to
the multiple dimensions of our conceptualization of
purpose than existing measures, resulting in a tradeoff sacrificing some measurement precision for greater
construct validity. Additionally, our method for
assessing purpose relies on general categories of purposeful goals (e.g., “Teach what I’ve learned in life to
others”), not more specific aspirations (e.g., “Educate
the youth of my community about the importance of
environmental sustainability”). Consequently, some
respondents may have felt that a specific purpose to
which they are committed was not represented in our
categories, or might fit into multiple categories
(though we did try to protect against this through
extensive pilot testing of the purpose categories). A
potentially fruitful, though more resource-intensive
approach to assessing purpose in future research
might involve a more qualitative approach, such as
including open-ended survey questions that could be
coded for the purpose dimensions (e.g., Bundick &
Moran, 2016), in-depth semi-structured interviews
(e.g., Colby, Bundick, Remington, & Morton, in
press), or mixed-methods approaches (e.g., Yeager,
Bundick, & Johnson, 2012). Aside from the potential
benefits of increased validity of assessment, integrating
qualitative data also would allow for a deeper understanding of the developmental underpinnings of individuals’ purposeful orientations and aims, and further
elucidate the contextual affordances and barriers
related to their purposeful pursuits.
Future research would also benefit from integrating
more robust indicators of positive later life development, such as those in Baltes and Baltes’ (1990) and
Rowe and Kahn’s (1997) prominent models of successful aging, components of Ryff’s (1989) and Seligman’s
(2011) models of adult psychological well-being, and
the components of Carstensen’s (2009; Carstensen,
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999) Socioemotional Selectivity
Theory of motivation and aging. Moreover, particular
indicators—such as generativity and wisdom—could be
conceptualized in more complex, multifaceted ways
(Gluck et al., 2013; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992).
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Given these various models of successful aging and conceptualizations of positive development later in life, further exploration of their relations with purpose
is needed.
Of course, as with any developmental phenomenon,
a single, point-in-time assessment only provides a
snapshot, and analyses of such data do not warrant
causal conclusions. The exploratory nature of the present study was not intended to provide a strong basis
for developmental or causal claims; however, we hope
that it provides a launching point for longitudinal
studies across the later adult years that will shed further light on the development of purpose and the directionality of effects between purpose and other
aspects of positive development.
In the future, person-centered analyses, rather than
the more traditional variable-centered approach this
paper employed, could contribute to a more nuanced
understanding and measurement of the full dimensionality of purpose. For example, latent class and
latent profile analytical approaches could enable
researchers to identify meaningful purpose subgroups
based on the presence or absence of purposeful goals,
self-oriented goals, and degree of active pursuit of
these goals. Examining these subgroups could then
reveal the prominent characteristics of the group; for
example, a subgroup could exist with members who
have purposeful or self-oriented goals but are not
actively pursuing them. Identifying the optimal number of subgroups based on the data would preclude
researchers having to place participants in conceptually defined groups using cut-offs that, while well-reasoned, might not reflect the participants’ experiences.
These subgroups then could be included in analyses
to better understand how the groups differ with
regard to demographic characteristics, health status,
relations with indicators of positive development, and
the like.
Moreover, these types of mixture models might
permit an even more nuanced understanding of how
the various dimensions of purpose operate within
individuals. It is likely that those we categorized as
non-purposeful in the present study comprise meaningfully different subgroups, such as those who are
actively pursuing self-oriented goals and those who
are not pursuing any goals. It is also possible that
those we categorized as purposeful may include subgroups of those pursuing only beyond-the-self life
goals as well as those simultaneously pursuing purposeful- and self-oriented life goals. The more
nuanced understanding that may come from such
“purpose profiles” may in turn help us understand
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how people with different profiles may be more or
less receptive to different kinds of purpose-related
interventions, which could be extremely valuable for
practitioners working with older adults.
Implications for Practice
The present study has a number of practical and clinical implications. At the broadest level, the finding
that roughly one-third of older adults in our sample
have identified and are actively pursuing meaningful,
beyond-the-self-oriented purposes provides clear evidence that the stereotype of older adults as mired in
decline or focused entirely on leisure and self-focused
activities is not an accurate account for a significant
portion of the population. Disabusing the public of
this notion may go a long way toward reorienting
societal views away from the still-prevalent negative
views of aging and older people as a social and economic burden and toward a more strengths-based
perspective focused on the myriad contributions older
adults can make to society and their communities.
This kind of societal reorientation would likely foster
greater awareness of and engagement in prosocial
activities among older people, with resulting benefits
both to them and to society (Freedman, 2007). Prior
research on these issues supports this expectation that
a shift in perceptions of older people can be beneficial. For example, people who hold more positive
views of aging are likely to live longer (Levy, Slade,
Kunkel, & Kasl, 2002). Changing public perceptions
toward a greater appreciation of older adults’ real and
potential contributions might also hold promise for
reducing bias against older adults, which is widespread and well-documented (Nelson, 2017).
There are many programs in the United States
designed to provide opportunities for older people to
remain engaged and contribute to the world, such as
the Corporation for National and Community
Service’s Senior Corps programs and Encore.org’s
Generation to Generation program. Experience Corps,
an
AARP-affiliated
intergenerational
program
designed to provide older adults opportunities to volunteer in public elementary schools, has been found
to confer both academic benefits to the elementary
students it serves (Lee, Morrow-Howell, Jonson-Reid,
& McCrary, 2012) and physical and mental health
benefits to the adult participants (Fried et al., 2004).
Additionally, mental health professionals and those
working in senior living facilities might take heed of
the value in promoting purpose among older adults.
Therapeutic approaches such as narrative therapy,
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logotherapy, and meaning-centered therapies have
been shown to promote purpose exploration and
meaning development (Wong, 2012). Assisted living
facilities have been shown to provide unique opportunities to engage their residents in intentional reflection
on their life’s meaning and contribution to their communities (Yamasaki & Sharf, 2011). Increasing the
awareness of older adults, and those who support
them, of these kinds of opportunities for reflection
and engagement may be valuable for the actualization
of their purposeful life goals already identified, as well
as a means for exploring new paths.

Conclusion
The present investigation extends the study of purpose—understood as the presence of beyond-the-selforiented, actively pursued life goals—from its previous
focus on adolescents and younger adults into midlife
and later adulthood. The findings from this work
about the prevalence of purpose among older adults,
differences (or relative lack thereof) in demographic
characteristics and health status in the prevalence of
purpose in later life, and the relations among purpose
and a host of indicators of positive adaptation and
development in life’s later years, lay a solid foundation
upon which to build a research agenda for future
investigation, as well as provide preliminary insights
for practitioners in the fields of aging and later adult
development.
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