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Abstract

Purpose in life consists of having a sense of meaning and

purpose regarding one's activities as well as an overall sense

that life is meaningful. This study reports a comprehensive

assessment of the relationship of purpose in life with

depression and anxiety. A meta‐analysis (total n=66,468, total

k=99) investigated the association of purpose in life with

depression and anxiety. Across samples, greater purpose in life

was significantly associated with lower levels of depression and

anxiety. The mean weighted effect size between purpose in life

and depression was r=−0.49, [95% confidence intervals, CIs:

−0.52, −0.45], p<0.001. For the purpose in life and anxiety the

mean weighted effect size was r=−0.36, [95% CIs: −0.40,

−0.32], p<0.001. The association of purpose in life with

mental health was stronger for clinical populations, especially

with regard to the relationship with anxiety. Both approach

deficits and avoidance motivation are argued to play a role in

the relationship between purpose and psychopathology, with

greater purpose potentially limiting avoidance tendencies and

reducing the effects of depression and anxiety. Understanding

the role that purpose in life may play in depression and anxiety

could help to inform current conceptualizations of these

disorders and improve treatment outcomes.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Purpose in life can be defined as having a central, self‐organizing life aim (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009), as well as an

overall sense of direction and intentionality in one's life (Ryff, 1989). More recent definitions of purpose have also

included the extent to which individuals consider their life activities to be valuable and important (Scheier

et al., 2006). Research on purpose in life has suggested that there are moderate to strong links to improved physical

health (Heidrich, 1993; Kim et al., 2022), greater physical activity (Hooker & Masters, 2016; Yemiscigil &

Vlaev, 2021), improved mental health (Davison et al., 2012; Galek et al., 2015; Nierenberg et al., 2010; Rafanelli

et al., 2000; Ruini et al., 2003; Scheier & Newcomb, 1993), greater coping with chronic illnesses/diseases and

disability (Heidrich et al., 1994; Peter et al., 2015; Yeung & Breheny, 2021), less cognitive decline through aging

(Wingo et al., 2020), improved physical recovery after injury (Smith & Zautra, 2004), and reduced all‐cause mortality

(Cohen et al., 2016).

With regard to mental health, there is now an urgent need to identify successful prevention strategies that can

target the most common disorders (Cuijpers et al., 2012). Together, anxiety and depression disorders constitute a

substantial global health burden with far‐reaching economic and social consequences. Both were ranked in the top

25 leading causes of disease burden in 2019 (COVID‐19 Mental Disorders Collaborators, 2021). Depression alone

poses a significant personal and global burden, with the World Health Organization (2017) estimating over 300

million people with the illness globally and stating depression as the largest contributor to global disability.

One area of research showing promise in both the prevention and treatment of depression and anxiety is

psychological well‐being. Ryff's (1989) seminal paper defined psychological well‐being as an array of positive

functioning behaviors, cognitions, and attitudes. Included in this definition are six separate constructs: purpose in

life, autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, self‐acceptance, and positive relations with others. There

exists a substantial base of evidence for the health‐protective features of psychological well‐being (Ryff, 2014),

emphasizing the importance of such a positive psychology approach.

To date, most research examining the possible protective features of purpose in life has focused on

development and aging (Clarke et al., 2000; Grossbaum & Bates, 2002; Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Springer

et al., 2011; Vleioras & Bosma, 2005), personality correlates (Anglim et al., 2020; Schmutte & Ryff, 1997), health and

biological research (Boyle et al., 2009; Ryff et al., 2004), and mental health (Aftab et al., 2019; Rafanelli et al., 2000;

Schaefer et al., 2013). To date, no meta‐analysis has examined how purpose in life relates to the common mental

health conditions of depression and anxiety. The present research presents a meta‐analysis of data examining the

relationships between purpose in life and depression and anxiety.

2 | PURPOSE IN LIFE

Purpose has been likened to a compass (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009), providing an overall aim in life that directs life

goals, guides decisions, and allocates finite personal resources. Ryff's initial operationalization of purpose

(Ryff, 1989) included a past‐oriented perspective (seeing the purpose of past life), a present perspective (meaning to

present life), and a future perspective (goals and underlying sense of direction). Meaning and purpose are frequently

used interchangeably and measures of each show considerable overlap. Early measures such as the Purpose in Life

Scale (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964) built on Viktor Frankl's concept of existential frustration and included both

purpose and meaning in scale items. Extending this work, Reker and Peacock (1981) designed the Life Attitude

Profile with similar reference to both purpose and meaning. The Eudamonic Well‐Being (EWB) Scale (Ellison, 1983)

also includes items referring to both concepts. Early efforts at measuring meaning in life (Battista & Almond, 1973)

focused on the concept of fulfilling a positively valued life framework or goal. More recent measures of purpose in

life (Ryff, 1989; Scheier et al., 2006) have tightened up the language used in scale items, opting for purpose over

meaning. Philosophically meaning and purpose may be different, with McKnight and Kashdan (2009) reporting a
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bidirectional relationship between the two, where meaning can drive the development of purpose, but purpose,

once developed, can also drive meaning. However, this broader existential view of meaning is not reflected in

operational measures and, as such this study uses relevant measures labeled as either purpose in life or meaning in

life. Critics of these operational measures (Steger et al., 2006) point to the confounding nature of items and their

problematic factor structures. Measures can include items that on face value pertain to mood, affect (both positive

and negative), sense of coherence (of one's life), goal striving, sense of direction, future time perspective, life

satisfaction, and the importance and value of daily activities. Perhaps Antonovsky (1987) in his work on sense of

coherence captured the essence of purpose and meaning best by referring to the motivational element where life's

challenges are welcomed and worthy of energy, commitment, and engagement. McKnight and Kashdan (2009)

extend this motivational concept and label purpose as the umbrella concept capable of stimulating goals and their

defined terminal outcomes.

A notable point in the literature is the difference between the search for meaning and the presence of meaning.

Crumbaugh (1977) initially developed the Seeking of Noetic Goals Test (SONG) to measure the strength of

motivation to find meaning in life, and found that this motivation to find meaning was negatively correlated to the

presence of purpose or meaning in one's life. This negative correlation was stronger for normal versus clinical

populations suggesting that clinical populations scoring low on purpose are impacted by pathological influences that

weaken the strength of motivation to find purpose. Steger et al. (2006) revisited this work, creating separate

presence of meaning and search for meaning subscales, finding moderate negative correlations between the

presence of meaning and depression and moderate positive correlations between search for meaning and

depression.

3 | ANXIETY, DEPRESSION, AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO PURPOSE
IN LIFE

Anxiety and depression are considered distinct mood disorders, yet frequently coexist. Clark and Watson's (1991)

tripartite model places general distress as common to both disorders with specific depression symptom clusters

relating to low positive affect, characterized by a lack of energy and zeal for life. Specific anxiety symptoms focus on

nervous and worried feelings and thoughts and physiological symptoms such as elevated heart rate, muscle tension,

and shakiness. Depression and anxiety both involve “defensive strategies” (Stolorow, 1969), either resulting from

general apathy and loss of interest or from worry and avoidance behavior. These strategies are opposed to the

cognitive, behavioral, and interpersonal aspects involved in forming purposeful interactions with one's environment

and therefore one would expect negative associations between purpose and symptoms of these disorders, with the

greater purpose being associated with lower levels of the disorders. There may be a bidirectional relationship

between purpose and depression and anxiety. The cognitive impacts of depression and anxiety may reduce the

optimistic, global thinking required to construct purposeful goals and weave a common life narrative. Behaviorally,

avoidance and apathy resulting from anxiety and depression may also play a role in reducing the engagement

required to feel a high sense of purpose. Alternatively, as is commonly reported there may be a causal role played

by a lack of purpose leading to a higher risk of developing anxiety or depression.

Recent models of depression and anxiety have shown a strong role for approach and avoidance motivation and

behavior. Depression has been linked to deficits in approach motivation and reward sensitivity and to an increase in

avoidance and escape behavior (Trew, 2011). The relationship between avoidance and depression has been shown

to be stronger in clinical samples (Aldao et al., 2010). Avoidance tendencies have been associated with avoidance

goals and avoidance plans that focus on steering away from aversive outcomes rather than moving toward positive

goals and outcomes. Purpose has shown strong links to behavioral activation (Crego et al., 2021) with potential

sequential relationships whereby purpose leads to greater behavioral activation which in turn impacts positively to

reduce depression and anxiety symptoms.
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Genetic models of depression have found substantial roles for environmental factors and gene–environment

interactions (Roose et al., 2013), encouraging researchers to assess person–environment interactions in search of

protective patterns and factors.

Early research by Ryff and colleagues (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Ryff et al., 1994) showed significant negative

associations between purpose and depression. Similar negative associations were also found in studies linking purpose to

anxiety (Ishida & Okada, 2006; Ruini et al., 2003). Ishida and Okada found those lower on purpose showed greater

sensitivity of sympathetic nervous system activity to emotional stress, suggesting an emotional control element linked to

higher purpose. In laboratory studies, researchers have also found that reflecting on one's purpose may provide a short‐

term buffer to markers of stress (Creswell et al., 2005). Baumeister (1992) suggested that having a purpose allows one to

reframe potential setbacks and challenges in terms of the relevance to their purpose. The purpose may, therefore, provide

a cognitive mechanism for reducing stress and related anxiety.

Associations between purpose and depression have been shown to hold across clinical groups for both major

depressive disorder (Davison et al., 2012) and minor depressive disorder (Nierenberg et al., 2010), although the role

of purpose in predicting these disorders has often been combined with other psychological well‐being measures. In

a longitudinal study, Wood and Joseph (2010) found that after accounting for personality, medical and demographic

variables, low purpose significantly predicted clinical depression levels 10 years later for those in their 50s at

baseline, with people in the lowest quartile for the purpose at T1 almost twice as likely to develop depression at T2.

In a meta‐analytic study of the relationship between meaning in life and sense of coherence with distress in cancer

patients, Winger et al. (2016) found mean effect sizes of r=−0.41 (meaning in life and distress) and r=−0.59 (sense of

coherence and distress). Given that sense of coherence measures one's view of life as comprehensible, manageable, and

meaningful, this additional perceived manageability of life's circumstances may account for the larger effect size.

Studies of groups showing improvements after treatment for anxiety and depression have shown increasing

purpose scores (Fava et al., 2001; Rafanelli et al., 2000), with the relationship between purpose and depression/

anxiety not always reaching significance after treatment. Although participants showed improved purpose scores

after treatment in these studies, scores were still lower than those of control groups and psychopathology scores

were still higher. Combined, the findings seem to support a relationship between less purpose and more depression

and anxiety.

4 | THE PRESENT INVESTIGATION

There are now a sufficient number of primary studies of the relationship between purpose in life and depression

and anxiety respectively to perform a meta‐analysis consolidating research in the area. The aims underlying the

investigation follow:

Aim 1: What are the meta‐analytic associations between purpose in life and depression and between purpose and

anxiety across studies? We hypothesized that both depression and anxiety will show moderate negative correlations

with purpose in life. No prior hypothesis was made regarding which would show a stronger association.

Aim 2: How are the meta‐analytic relationships between purpose and depression and between purpose and anxiety

moderated by the age of samples? Purpose, depression, and anxiety have all shown varying patterns of change across

the life course. The research literature provides evidence to support the notion that as people enter retirement age

their purpose in life declines (Clarke et al., 2000; Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). This effect is somewhat mediated

by socioeconomic circumstances but appears consistent. However, counterevidence does exist to suggest that not

all aspects of purpose respond the same to aging. Perceptions of environmental mastery have been shown to hold

into older age (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) suggesting that older people possess the competency levels to still

lead purposeful lives. Earlier multidimensional measures of purpose have also shown that some subscale scores

actually increase with age (Reker et al., 1987). Depression and anxiety have shown diverging age trajectories, with

depressive symptoms lower in midlife but increasing in later adulthood (Best et al., 2021) and anxiety higher in
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adolescence, followed by peaks in middle age and then declines in older age (Bandelow & Michaelis, 2015). Given

these trajectories, it was hypothesized that older adults low on purpose may score relatively higher on depression

scales than younger adults. If higher purpose resulted in similar lower levels of depression for both younger and

older adults then taken together the correlation between purpose and depression should be stronger (negatively)

for older adults. No prior hypothesis was made for anxiety.

Aim 3: How is the relationship between purpose and depression and purpose and anxiety moderated by the type of

sample used, the measure of purpose used, the geographical region of the participants, and the language spoken? We

hypothesized that purpose measures that had a more pathological basis such as the Purpose in Life Scale

(Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964) would show stronger negative associations to both depression and anxiety. No

predictions were made for the other moderators.

Moderators were selected based on available data and research interests and included sample type (clinical, not

clinical, or mixed), purpose scale used, geographical region, language spoken in the country of study (English vs. other), age,

and percentage female. The data did not support a more detailed breakdown of clinical condition and status (condition

type, duration of condition, or time since diagnosis) or further sociodemographic variables (income, ethnicity, etc.).

5 | METHOD

5.1 | Preregistration

This meta‐analysis was pre‐registered at Prospero (ID: 323287).

5.2 | Literature search

The literature search sought to identify any study that reported a correlation between purpose and measures of

depression or anxiety. The final literature search was completed in June 2022. Keyword searches were conducted

in Scopus, EBSCO, PsycINFO, and PsycARTICLES. The following Boolean search phrase was used in each of the

databases: (“purpose in life” AND “depression") and (“purpose in life” AND "anxiety"). Exact search terms per

database are provided in Table 1. In general, searches placed no restrictions on article type, age of participants, or

TABLE 1 Boolean search criteria.

Database Boolean Search Criteria

Scopus ABS ({Purpose in Life} AND {depression})

Scopus ABS ({Purpose in Life} AND {anxiety})

EBSCO ABS ({Purpose in Life} AND {depression})

EBSCO ABS ({Purpose in Life} AND {anxiety})

PsycINFO/PsycARTICLES “Purpose in Life” in Abstract OR “Purpose in Life” inTitle AND "depression” OR “Anxiety”
in text

PsycINFO/PsycARTICLES “Purpose in Life” in Title AND “Health” in Anywhere

PsycINFO/PsycARTICLES “Purpose in Life” in Title AND “Aging” in Anywhere

PsycINFO/PsycARTICLES “Purpose in Life” in Title AND “Substance Abuse” in Anywhere

PsycINFO/PsycARTICLES “Purpose in Life” in Title AND “Suicid*” in Anywhere
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type of purpose measure used. Only English‐language articles were selected. In addition, a search was performed on

a set of over 1300 article references provided by Carol Ryff, known to include the Ryff scales of psychological well‐

being (of which purpose is one of six subscales). As abstracts were not provided for these articles the titles were

screened for references as per the above criteria. Finally, references from key review articles were also screened for

relevant articles.

After merging the above sources and removing duplicates the combined data set consisted of 982 articles. All

articles were then screened to assess for inclusion of measures of purpose and either depression, anxiety, or both.

This screening process led to the exclusion of 737 articles with a resulting 245 articles fully examined due to the

inclusion of appropriate measures of either depression or anxiety and purpose in life. The Preferred Reporting Items

for Systematic Reviews and Meta‐Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2009) were used to perform the

present review (Figure 1). A list of studies included in the meta‐analyses together with summary information is

shown in Table 4.

Where relevant variables were measured but the correlations were not reported or not completely reported,

the corresponding author(s) of each of these articles was sent an email inviting them to either provide the

F IGURE 1 Flow diagram of literature search and selection process.
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correlation matrix or the data from which the correlation could be calculated. This process of contacting authors

resulted in five additional studies being included in the meta‐analysis.

5.3 | Inclusion criteria

Scales used across purpose, anxiety, and depression are listed in Tables 2 and 3, together with the average

published reliability for the studies that included this data (number of studies including reliability data shown in

brackets after average ⍺ value). If internal consistency was not included for the study, previous studies were

examined and internal consistency metrics included (together with the reference for the study). For all but three

cases reliability averages were above 0.7. Over 90% of studies employed one of three common purpose measures;

the Purpose in Life Scale (Crumbaugh, 1968; Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964), the Life Engagement Test (Scheier

et al., 2006), or the purpose subscale of the Psychological Well‐being Scale (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Ryff

(2014) provides a good overview of the psychometric scrutiny of the Ryff scale and admits psychometric problems

with the three‐item version of this scale. This is reflected in the two studies that used the three‐item version (Iani et

al., 2017; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) which both showed internal reliability less than 0.7. Initial testing of the Purpose in

Life Scale (Crumbaugh, 1968) showed split‐half reliability of 0.92 and a Cronbach's ⍺ of 0.84 within an adolescent

population (Shek, 1988). Within the 34 studies using this scale, 12 of the 23 that used the full 20‐item version

provided Cronbach's ⍺ scores with all but one being above 0.8. Of the 11 studies employing shortened versions

(3–19 items), eight of these provided Cronbach's ⍺ scores, all of which were above 0.7. This scale is not without

criticism, with Garfield (1973) claiming it is culturally contaminated with a Western upperclass focus on future

activity and achievement.

All 12 studies using the Life Engagement Test provided Cronbach's ⍺ values above 0.7. Of the remaining eight

studies that used other purpose scales, five provided Cronbach's ⍺s for the study of greater than 0.75. One study

(Galek et al., 2015) employed two questions from the Baylor Religion Survey. Although Cronbach's ⍺ was only 0.6,

the study was included due to the direct relevance of the two items used: (a) I do not believe there is any ultimate

meaning in life and (b) it is useless to try to discover the purpose of my life. One study (McCoubrie & Davies, 2006)

employed the EWB subscale of the Spirituality Well‐being Scale (Ellison, 1983) and did not provide data for internal

consistency. However, Ellison (1983) reported internal consistency of 0.78 with McCoubrie and Davies (2006)

quoting a range of 0.78 to 0.94 across various populations. The study by Springer et al. (2003) asked only one

question regarding purpose in life (“how often they felt a sense of meaning or purpose in life.”). This study was

chosen for the direct relevance of this question.

Of the 37 study samples that measured both anxiety and depression, 22 of them employed a scale that

included subscale scores for both anxiety and depression. Of the 99 study samples used in this analysis, 61 of them

reported a Cronbach's ⍺ value for either anxiety or depression (seeTable 2). In all but two of these cases, the value

reported was above 0.7. For scales that did not report these values, internal consistency data was contained from

prior studies, with reference to these studies included in Table 2. Only one study failed to report the name of a

depression scale employed (Ryff & Keyes, 1995). This study was included as the eight items of the scale were listed,

and on inspection were deemed to represent common depression items.

Measures focusing on positive and negative affect were excluded as were measures that comingled depressive

and anxiety symptoms. Although affect has shown strong correlations with anxiety and depression, these scales

were omitted as there is considerable overlap between affective states and each measure of psychopathology

(Watson & Tellegen, 1985). Measurement scales had to show symptom severity or number such that higher scores

reflected higher levels of depression or anxiety. Personality measures that included subscales focusing on either

construct were scrutinized for the above criteria. All Measures are listed in Table 2.

After applying the inclusion criteria, 14 studies were excluded for one of the following reasons. First, one study

was excluded (Haase et al., 2021) for reporting a correlation that used a subsample that overlapped with another
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study (Haase et al., 2012). Four studies were excluded for correlation measurement issues with one using

standardized beta weights and one using Spearman partial correlations. Two others reported changes in

correlations over time. Nine studies were excluded for measurement issues with depression or anxiety. Death

anxiety was measured in six of these studies and was deemed too specific for this analysis, as was employment

anxiety. In one study, depression was measured by a close other after the death of the participant (regarding their

last year of life) and was, therefore, excluded. One study was excluded for using the Chinese Personal Meaning

Profile for Children (Du et al., 2017), which on further inspection showed seven factors, only one of which related

to purpose in life.

The final study list consisted of 89 articles reporting results for 99 study samples, with 66,468 participants.

Both anxiety and depression correlations with purpose were reported for 37 studies. For 58 studies results for only

depression and purpose were reported and for four studies only results for anxiety and purpose were reported.

Across the 99 studies included in the meta‐analysis 60% of participants were female, with an average age across all

participants of 48 years. America hosted 59 of the studies with the remainder split across Asia and the Middle East

(13), Australia and New Zealand (9), and Europe, United Kingdom, and Ireland (18). English was the spoken language

in 69 studies.

5.4 | Coding

For each sample, the following study features were extracted: source details, sample country, sample size, effect

size (recorded as r for either purpose and depression and/or purpose and anxiety), sample type, mean age,

percentage female, scales used (for purpose, depression, and anxiety), number of items per scale, internal

TABLE 3 Purpose in Life Scales included in meta‐analysis.

Description Code Type Studies
# Items
(range) Average α (n) Source references

Purpose in Life Scale PIL SR 34 3–20 0.84 (20) Crumbaugh (1968);
Crumbaugh and
Maholick (1964)

Psychological Well‐being
Purpose Subscale

PWB‐PS SR 45 3–20 0.76 (34) Ryff (1989); Ryff and
Keyes (1995)

Life Engagement Test LET SR 12 6 0.75 (12) Scheier et al. (2006)

Eudamonic Well‐being Scale EWB SR 1 10 *0.78 Ellison (1983)

Time Structured Questionnaire

Purpose Subscale

TSQ‐PS SR 2 5 0.9 (2) Bond and Feather (1988)

Baylor Religion Survey BRS SR 1 2 0.6 Galek et al. (2015)

Meaning in Life Questionnaire—
Presence of Meaning
subscale

MLQ‐P SR 1 5 0.93 Steger et al. (2006)

Spirituality Assessment Scale—
Meaning subscale

SAS SR 2 4 0.83 (2) Howden (1992)

Single Item Single SR 1 1 *** Springer et al. (2003)

Note: Type: SR, self‐report.

*Internal consistency rating from Source ref study rather than study used in this meta‐analysis.

***Reliability information not available.
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consistency of scale for the study, whether the scale was a translated version, the source of the correlations, and

the correlation details. Regarding sample type, each study sample was rated as either healthy (H), clinical (C), or

mixed (M). To be rated as clinical the study sample had to be diagnosed with either a physical or mental health

condition (applicable to all study participants). A mixed rating was given when a portion of the individuals in the

sample were diagnosed.

Extraction and coding of data were done by one researcher. To check possible data extraction and entry errors,

50% of articles were also assessed by independent raters. Interrater agreement in coding was 100%, indicating high

reliability in the extraction and coding of data. Table 4 shows the features of each study. The data is available at

10.25952/52hr-8z44.

5.5 | Analytic approach

Separate meta‐analyses were performed for purpose and depression and for purpose and anxiety. Pooled mean

effect sizes were calculated using the random effects model of the computer program Comprehensive Meta‐

Analysis (CMA; Borenstein et al., 2014). The random effects model is deemed the best choice if heterogeneity is

expected and found (Hedges & Vevea, 1998). In the random effects model weightings applied to studies vary less,

reflecting the role that each study has to play due to it potentially estimating a different population effect size. The

Q statistic was calculated to test for homogeneity and the I2 index was calculated to measure the extent of true

heterogeneity. The I2 index can be interpreted as the percentage of the total variability in a set of effect sizes due to

true heterogeneity (Huedo‐Medina et al., 2006). Moderator analyses were performed for several study

characteristics. Categorical moderator analysis divides the studies into two or more subgroups and then tests

whether the effect sizes for each subgroup differ significantly from one another and therefore whether the

moderator accounts for some heterogeneity. Variables used in moderator analyses included sample type (clinical vs.

healthy samples), measure of purpose used, language of country (English vs. non‐English), and geographical region

(Americas, Europe including Ireland and the United Kingdom, Asia, and the Middle East, and Australia and New

Zealand). Regression‐based moderator analysis uses continuous data as a moderator variable. Variables used in this

moderator approach included mean age of samples and the percent of females in samples.

Outlier analysis was performed on the set of zero‐order correlations with all correlations falling within three

standard deviations of the mean for both depression and anxiety.

Publication bias has the potential to distort the results of meta‐analysis by only including statistically significant

findings. Publication bias was tested by inspecting the funnel plots of the two meta‐analyses and by Duval and

Tweedie's trim and fill procedure which yields an effect size after accounting for publication bias (Duval &

Tweedie, 2000), as well as a fail‐safe analysis.

6 | RESULTS

6.1 | Meta‐analytic associations

Meta‐analytic associations were calculated using CMA Version 3.3 (Borenstein et al., 2014). Separate analysis were

performed to assess the overall weighted effect size for the relationship between purpose and depression and

between purpose and anxiety. All effect sizes are expressed as r. Given the nature of the studies and the different

populations used in each, the random effects model was used; this model assumes that the true effect size differs

across studies. Use of this model was supported by significant heterogeneity of effect sizes across samples,

Q = 2437, p < 0.001, and an I2 of 96.14 for depression and Q = 765, p < 0.001, and an I2 of 94.77 for anxiety.
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TABLE 4 Studies included with summary information.

Study N Type
Purpose
scale # Items DEP scale ANX scale % Female Age Country

Arends et al. (2013) 298 C PWB‐PS 6 HADS HADS 62 62 NL

Aviad and Cohen‐
Louck (2021)

195 H PIL 18 IPS 63 77 IL

Bassi et al. (2017) 81 H PWB‐PS 7 EDS 100 34 IT

Bhullar et al. (2014) 207 H PWB‐PS 14 DASS‐21 75 30 AU

Bigler et al. (2001) 133 H PIL 20 CCDAS CCDAS 68 22 US

Bitsika et al. (2011) 398 H PIL 20 SDS SAS 48 23 AU

Bond and Feather
(1988) Sample 1

336 H TSQ‐PS 5 BDI STAI‐T 68 23 AU

Bond and Feather
(1988) Sample 2

193 H TSQ‐PS 5 BDI STAI‐T 72 23 AU

Boyle et al. (2009) 1238 H PWB‐PS 10 CES‐D 74 78 US

Briggs and Shoffner
(2006) MA

242 H SAS 4 CES‐D 60 44 US

Briggs and Shoffner

(2006) OA

188 H SAS 4 CES‐D 63 19 US

Buzzetta et al. (2020) 132 H MLQ‐P 5 CES‐D 33 35 US

Chow and Ho (2012) 132 M PIL 20 GDS 61 76 HK

Corral‐Frías
et al. (2019)

238 H PWB‐PS 6 MASQ‐SF MASQ‐SF 81 23 MX

Crego et al. (2021) 1267 H PWB‐PS 5 HADS HADS 100 34 SAa

Davis et al. (2010) 99 C PWB‐PS CES‐D STAI‐S 100 32 US

Davison et al. (2012) 100 M PWB‐PS 7 GDS 80 84 AU

Dixon (2007) 167 H PIL 20 GDS 77 84 US

DuRant et al. (1994) 225 H PIL 14 CDI 56 14 US

Eakman et al. (2010) 154 H PIL 20 CES‐D 77 81 US

Fava et al. (2001) 30 C PWB‐PS 14 CID 83 32 IT

Ferrand et al. (2014) 100 H PWB‐PS 14 GDS 80 87 FR

Galek et al. (2015) 1453 H BRS 2 SoPhi 53 56 US

Giannone et al. (2019) 353 H PIL 20 CES‐D GAD‐7 75 19 US

Golja et al. (2020) 217 M PIL 3 BDI 76 68 SI

Haase et al. (2012) 498 H PWB 9 CES‐D 70 27 DE

Hallaert (2019) 474 H PIL 20 PHQ 52 22 US

Hanna and
Strober (2020)

183 C PWB CMDI STAI‐T 90 44 US

Haugan (2014) 202 H PIL 20 HADS HADS 72 86 NO
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Study N Type
Purpose
scale # Items DEP scale ANX scale % Female Age Country

Heidrich (1993) 240 M PWB 20 CES‐D JPI‐A 100 73 US

Heidrich et al. (1994) 108 C PWB 15 CES‐D 63 62 US

Heisel and Flett (2004) 49 C PWB 9 BDI 69 38 US

Heisel and Flett (2014) 173 H PWB 9 GDS 71 74 US

Homan (2018) 126 H PWB 6–8 ECR‐AA 71 70 US

Hooker and

Masters (2016)

104 H LET 6 PHQ 71 36 US

Hurd et al. (2014) 3334 H PWBb 8 CES‐D BSI 49 21 US

Iani et al. (2017) 211 H PWB 3 IPIP‐NEO‐N IPIP‐
NEO‐N

72 56 IT

Irani et al. (2022)—
Husbands

1186 H PWB 7 CES‐D 0 68 US

Irani et al. (2022)—
Wives

1186 H PWB 7 CES‐D 100 65 US

Jackson and
MacLeod (2017)

60 C PWB 9 HADS HADS 80 41 UK

Kim et al. (2014) 157 H PIL 20 CES‐D 45 68 KR

Kitamura et al. (2004) 574 H PWB 14 HADS HADS 75 20 JP

Koenig et al. (2014) 129 C PIL 20 BDI 70 52 US

Konkolÿ Thege
et al. (2009)

341 H PIL 20 BDI 52 33 HU

Kozar‐Westman
et al. (2013)

200 C PIL 20 CES‐D 50 80 US

Krause and
Edles (2014)

202 C PIL 7 PHQ 15 36 US

Krentzman et al. (2015) 364 C PIL 20 SCID 34 44 US

Lebădă and
David (2018)

28 H PIL 20 GDS 75 86 RO

Lester and
Badro (1992)

120 H PIL 20 BDI 63 24 US

Liu et al. (2009) 545 H PWB 14 HADS HADS 76 20 JP

Matsuda‐Chapman and
Mori (2017)

756 H PWB 8 PHRF‐
SCL(SF)

PHRF‐
SCL(SF)

100 49 JP

Mayers et al. (2002) 45 C PIL 20 BDI 100 32 US

McCoubrie and
Davies (2006)

85 C Other 10 HADS HADS 64 68 UK

Mei et al. (2021) 1839 H PWB 10 CES‐D 75 79 US

Neter et al. (2009) 101 C PWB 19 HADS HADS 69 41 IL

(Continues)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Study N Type
Purpose
scale # Items DEP scale ANX scale % Female Age Country

Nierenberg

et al. (2010)

93 C PWB 14 HAM‐D 46 47 US

Odachowska
et al. (2019)

68 H PIL 20 STAI‐T 85 37 PL

Peter et al. (2015) 516 C PIL 4 HADS 28 53 CH

Pieper et al. (2009) 70 C PIL 20 CES‐D 39 54 US

Plach et al. (2003) 156 C PWB 14 CES‐D JPI‐A 100 59 US

Rafanelli et al. (2000) 20 C PWB 14 SQ SQ 55 28 IT

Rahiminezhad

et al. (2011)

585 H PIL 19 DASS‐21 DASS‐21 56 19 IR

Ratner et al. (2022) 1420 H LET 6 DASS‐21 DASS 21 46 38 US

Ruini et al. (2003) 450 H PWB 14 SQ SQ 57 50 IT

Ryff (1989) 321 H PWB 20 SDS 60 44 US

Ryff and Keyes (1995) 1108 H PWB 3 Unknown 59 46 US

Ryff et al. (1994) 215 H PWB 14 CES‐D 53 54 US

Salt et al. (2017) 199 H PWB 14 GDS 100 62 US

Scheier and
Newcomb (1993)

614 H PIL 20 CES‐D HSCL‐SM 71 26 US

Scheier et al. (2006)
Sample 1

193 H LET 6 CES‐D 51 37 US

Scheier et al. (2006)
Sample 2

183 C LET 6 CES‐D 100 68 US

Scheier et al. (2006)
Sample 3

168 H LET 6 CES‐D 0 70 US

Scheier et al. (2006)

Sample 4

378 H LET 6 CES‐D 100 65 US

Scheier et al. (2006)
Sample 5

198 C LET 6 CES‐D 100 51 US

Scheier et al. (2006)
Sample 6

86 C LET 6 CES‐D 100 50 US

Scheier et al. (2006)
Sample 8

511 H LET 6 BSI BSI 39 22 US

Schulenberg
et al. (2016)

91 H PIL 4 DASS‐21 DASS‐21 58 15 US

Schwartz et al. (2009) 905 H PIL 12 CES‐D BAI 79 20 US

Sharpley et al. (2021) 79 H PWB 7 PHQ 65 67 AU

Shek (1992) 2150 H PIL 16 BDI STAI‐T 50 16 HK
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The mean weighted effect size between purpose and depression was r = −0.49, [95% confidence interval, CIs:

−0.52, −0.45], p < 0.001, indicating that across samples higher purpose was significantly associated with lower

levels of depression. For purpose and anxiety the mean weighted effect size was r = −0.36, [95% CIs: −0.40, −0.32],

p < 0.001, indicating that higher purpose was moderately associated with lower levels of anxiety. Forest plots

showing effect sizes for depression studies and anxiety studies are shown in Figures 2 and 3, respectively.

Publication bias may have increased the chances of excluding smaller sampled studies with lower effect sizes

due to a lack of publication. The funnel plot assesses the symmetry between effect size and standard error of the

effect size (low standard error equating to larger sample studies shown higher in the plot). In the absence of bias

roughly half of the studies would fall either side of the mean and if smaller studies (with reduced effects) were

TABLE 4 (Continued)

Study N Type
Purpose
scale # Items DEP scale ANX scale % Female Age Country

Smith and
Zautra (2004)

64 C PWB 14 MHI MHI 52 67 US

Springer et al. (2003) 118 H Other 1 BDS 84 82 US

Tali et al. (2009) 60 C PIL 20 BDI 18 41 IL

Takebayashi
et al. (2018)

297 H PWB 6 CES‐D GADQ‐IV 62 19 JP

Thoma et al. (2017) 22 H PWB 10 CES‐D 50 23 US

Thompson et al. (2003) 1391 C PIL 20 ZKPQ‐
N‐Anx

20 40 US

Troutman et al. (2011) 93 H PIL 20 CES‐D 85 74 US

Turner et al. (2007) 54 C PIL 20 CDSS 37 29 IE

Wang et al. (2007) 416 H PWB CES‐D 73 20 US

Weston et al. (2021) 4963 H PWB 3 MIDUS‐
DEP

53 46 US

Wettstein et al. (2015) 124 H PWB 9 GDS 79 91 DE

Wingo et al. (2020) 5441 H PWB 10 PHQ GAD‐7 71 64 US

Wu et al. (2018) 1000 H PIL 6 DASS‐21 DASS‐21 56 40 CN

Yemiscigil and Vlaev
(2021) HRS

14159 H PWB 7 WHO‐
CIDI‐SF

BAI‐SF 59 68 US

Yemiscigil and Vlaev
(2021) MIDUS

4041 H PWB 7 WHO‐
CIDI‐SF

WHO‐
CIDI‐SF

55 56 US

Yeung and
Breheny (2021)

452 C LET 6 CES‐D 45 67 NZ

Yeung et al. (2019) 352 H LET 6 CES‐D 15 68 NZ

Yeung et al. (2022) 380 C LET 6 CES‐D 50 66 NZ

Zhang et al. (2018) 468 H PIL 6 DASS‐21 DASS‐21 58 19 CN

aEighteen Latin American Spanish‐speaking countries and Spain were represented.
bPurpose scale also included one item from the Youth Purpose Survey.
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missing then toward the lower part of the plot there would be more studies toward the left than the right. The

depression studies plot (Figure 4) shows slight asymmetry with some evidence of bias towards the lower end of the

plot. Duval and Tweedie's trim and fill analysis found no evidence of publication bias and estimated zero missing

studies. Rosenthal's fail‐safe analysis indicated that 2488 missing depression studies would be required to reduce p

to a nonsignificant level. For anxiety, the funnel plot showed good symmetry (Figure 5). Duval and Tweedie's trim

and fill analysis found no evidence of publication bias and estimated zero missing studies. Rosenthal's fail‐safe

analysis indicated that 7352 missing anxiety studies would be required to reduce p to a nonsignificant level.

F IGURE 2 Forest plot for relationship between purpose in life and depression.
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6.2 | Moderator analyses

Moderator analyses for categorical variables assessing whether mean effect sizes for certain subgroups were

significantly different from one another are shown in Table 5 (depression) and Table 6 (anxiety). Moderation was

assessed for sample type (clinical, not clinical, or mixed), purpose scale used, geographical region, and language

spoken in the country of study (English vs. other). All analyses used the random effects model without pooling study

variance components across subgroups. The relationship between greater purpose and depression was slightly

larger for participants diagnosed with a physical or mental health condition (clinical), although the overall moderator

analysis comparing clinical, healthy, and mixed samples was not significant. However, for purpose and anxiety the

difference between clinical, r = −0.49, [95% CIs: −0.52, −0.37], and healthy samples, r = −0.34, [95% CIs: −0.38,

−0.29], was significant, Q(1) = 5.92, p = 0.015. The one sample (Heidrich, 1993) categorized as mixed (mixed was not

included in the moderator analysis as categories must have at least two samples) was changed to clinical. Results

were significant when the sample was categorized as clinical (p = 0.025) or categorized as not clinical (p = 0.008).

A significant difference was found between the purpose scales used to assess purpose in studies of purpose

and depression, Q(3) = 9.15, p = 0.027, with depression associated with purpose at r = −0.55 in studies using the

Purpose in Life Scale and r = −0.44 in studies using the Psychological Well‐being purpose subscale. The Life

F IGURE 3 Forest plot for relationship between purpose in life and anxiety.
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Engagement scale and scales marked as other showed weighted average correlations between these values. For

purpose and anxiety, no significant differences were found between the four purpose scale types.

In assessing geographical region, effect sizes were largest across sample groups within Australia and New

Zealand. For depression and purpose, effect sizes across all regions were not significantly different, however, for

anxiety and purpose the markedly higher effect size (k = 3) for Australia and New Zealand contributed to an overall

significant difference between regions, Q(3) = 16.76, p = 0.001. No significant differences were found for the

language spoken.

Meta‐regression analyses indicated that age of samples was not a significant moderator, with a coefficient of

0.001, 95% CI: [−0.001, 0.003], for depression and purpose and 0.001, 95% CI: [−0.002, 0.003] for anxiety and

purpose. The percentage of females in samples was also not a significant moderator, with a coefficient of <0.001,

95% CI: [−.002, 0.002], for depression and purpose and 0.001, 95% CI: [−0.004, 0.001] for anxiety and purpose.

7 | DISCUSSION

In the present meta‐analysis, the purpose demonstrated significant negative associations with depression and

anxiety across healthy and clinical populations. These results are consistent with the meta‐analysis performed by

Winger et al. (2016) which found similar negative correlations between meaning in life and distress (r = −0.41) and

F IGURE 4 Funnel plot for studies measuring purpose in life and depression.

F IGURE 5 Funnel plot for studies measuring purpose in life and anxiety.
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between sense of coherence and distress (r = −0.59). Investigating the relationships between psychological well‐

being and personality, Anglim et al. (2020) also found a meta‐analytic correlation of −0.45 between purpose and

neuroticism, possibly reflecting a strong base relationship between general negative states and purpose. With the

consistent results found across purpose scales (in this study) and in the previous meta‐analysis, psychological health

can be linked to various components of meaning and purpose including goal‐directed behavior, sense of coherence,

values alignment to present activities, and a life view that encourages meaning.

Broader meaning‐making models (Park, 2010) may provide one explanation for these results. Higher levels of

purpose and lower levels of anxiety and depression may reflect proactive meaning‐making efforts by individuals. In

this model, faced with life events, people seek to maintain a sense of global meaning which encompasses a sense of

meaning and purpose, purposeful goals, and a broader set of global beliefs. When life events create a discrepancy

with global meaning, meaning‐making efforts and strategies are evoked to reduce the discrepancy. Failed efforts to

reduce this discrepancy may lead to persistent and potentially elevated distress. This model shares common ground

with the search for meaning literature (Crumbaugh, 1977; Steger et al., 2006) which shows that merely searching

for purpose and meaning is not enough to promote well‐being, and may actually reflect an absence of well‐being. In

both models, it is meanings made (Park, 2010) or the presence of meaning (Steger et al., 2006) which leads to less

distress and improved psychological well‐being. This may also provide an explanation for the results shown in this

study for clinical populations. For both anxiety and depression, the relationship to purpose was stronger (negatively)

for clinical populations, with the difference reaching significance for anxiety. In these cases, individuals may have

undergone stressful life events (leading to their clinical status), creating larger discrepancies with current global

TABLE 5 Categorical moderator results for purpose in life and depression.

Study characteristic r 95% CIs p

Type of sample, Q(2) = 4.17, p = 0.124

clinical (k = 27) −0.53 −0.57, −0.49 <0.001

healthy (k = 64) −0.47 −0.51, −0.43 <0.001

mixed (k = 4) −0.50 −0.58, −0.42 <0.001

Purpose Scale, Q(3) = 9.15, p = 0.027

LET (k = 12) −0.50 −0.57, −0.41 <0.001

Other (k = 7) −0.47 −0.55, −0.39 <0.001

PIL (k = 32) −0.55 −0.60, −0.50 <0.001

PWB (k = 44) −0.44 −0.49, −0.39 <0.001

Region, Q(3) = 2.81, p = 0.421

Americas (k = 56) −0.49 −0.53, −0.44 <0.001

Asia and Middle East (k = 13) −0.46 −0.54, −0.37 <0.001

Australia and New Zealand (k = 9) −0.53 −0.58, −0.48 <0.001

Europe, United Kingdom, and Ireland (k = 17) −0.49 −0.56, −0.42 <0.001

Language spoken, Q(1) = 0.35, p = 0.555

English (k = 66) −0.49 −0.53, −0.45 <0.001

Other (k = 29) −0.47 −0.53, −0.42 <0.001

Note: Hurd et al. (2014) classified as psychological well‐being purpose scale even though one item (of 8) was not part of the
PWB scale.

Abbreviation: CI, confidence interval.
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meaning. This shattering of global meaning, combined with unsuccessful meaning‐making attempts may reflect

greater levels of distress.

The definition of global goals in Park's (2010) meaning‐making model closely resembles McKnight and Kashdan's

(2009) concept of purpose as an umbrella concept driving specific domain‐related hierarchical goals. Goal flexibility and

adaptation span both models and may play a key role in achieving higher purpose and reducing psychopathology,

especially in clinical populations. Arends et al. (2013) found a moderate correlation of 0.47 between purpose and goal

adjustment, suggesting that those who are able to modify goals as new information and challenges arise are better

placed to achieve end outcomes and a sense of purpose. Goal flexibility behavior may help explain the significant

difference seen for clinical populations when assessing the relationship between purpose and anxiety. It may be that

clinical populations experience more worry related to their condition which in turn leads to less flexible behavior and

thinking. Arends et al. (2013) showed that anxiety and avoidance are strongly related, finding a negative correlation of

−0.52 between measures of work and life participation and anxiety. Corral‐Frías et al. (2019) supported this finding by

showing that unique parts of anxiety not seen in depression (anxious arousal) are strongly inversely related to

extraversion (r = −0.50). However, Arends et al. (2013) also found a negligible relationship (r = −0.09) between tenacious

goal pursuit and anxiety, suggesting that anxiety may hamper participation but not necessarily the striving for goals. A

related finding by Bitsika et al. (2011) showed that those undergraduates with clinical levels of anxiety had significantly

lower purpose scores but significantly higher scores on the Seeking of Neotic Goals Scale (Crumbaugh, 1977). This

supports the notion that anxiety does not stop attempts to set goals and strive for meaning, but seems to impact upon

the successful achievement of purpose and related goals. Worrying may be at the heart of this “stuck in search” state. In

their contrast avoidance model of worry, Newman and Llera (2011) found that those with Generalized Anxiety Disorder

TABLE 6 Categorical moderator results for purpose in life and anxiety.

Study characteristic r 95% CIs p

Type of Sample, Q(1) = 5.92, p = 0.015

clinical (k = 11) −0.49 −0.52, −0.37 <0.001

healthy (k = 30) −0.34 −0.38, −0.29 <0.001

Purpose Scale, Q(3) = 0.15, p = 0.986

LET (k = 2) −0.35 −0.59, −0.04 =0.030

Other (k = 4) −0.40 −0.63, −0.11 =0.009

PIL (k = 13) −0.35 −0.43, −0.28 <0.001

PWB (k = 22) −0.36 −0.41, −0.32 <0.001

Region, Q(3) = 16.76, p = 0.001

Americas (k = 21) −0.35 −0.41, −0.30 <0.001

Asia and Middle East (k = 9) −0.34 −0.44, −0.29 <0.001

Australia and New Zealand (k = 3) −0.49 −0.54, −0.44 <0.001

Europe, United Kingdom, and Ireland (k = 8) −0.36 −0.45, −0.26 <0.001

Language spoken, Q(1) = 0.08, p = 0.779

English (k = 24) −0.37 −0.42, −0.32 <0.001

Other (k = 17) −0.36 −0.40, −0.32 <0.001

Note: Hurd et al. (2014) classified as PWB purpose scale even though one item (of 8) was not part of the PWB scale.
Heidrich (1993) sample type was mixed, but was changed to clinical.

Abbreviation: CI, confidence interval.
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used worry to avoid a negative emotional contrast (a shift from a positive state to a negative emotion). This heightened

sensitivity to negative emotional contrasts may be preventing anxious individuals from adopting more effective

nonworrisome strategies that enable the achievement of goals and purpose. A cognitive view of anxiety (Wells, 1999)

holds that anxiety leads to biased detection of threat‐related information and worrying drains attention, detracting from

task performance. In examining anxiety and decision making Hartley and Phelps (2012) emphasized the difficulty

anxious individuals have in disengaging attention from negative stimuli, including judging negative future outcomes to be

more likely than positive ones.

7.1 | Differences between depression and anxiety

Clark and Watsons' (1991) tripartite model of anxiety and depression provides possible insight into the stronger

effect size found between purpose and depression compared to anxiety. In this model, depression but not anxiety is

associated with low positive affect reflecting fatigue and languor states. This lack of energy and zest for life that

characterizes this factor of depression would imply that purpose measures that included more items relating to this

factor should show larger negative correlations with depression. This is supported in this meta‐analysis with a

significantly larger effect size (−0.55) for the Purpose in Life Scale. Item inspection shows that this scale includes

more items directly relating to interest, excitement, and zest for life than other scales. In addition, depression scales

more focused on positive affect should also show above (weighted) average effect sizes. Clark and Watson (1991)

pointed to the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) as one such scale. Of the nine

studies that used this scale the average correlation (−0.52) was larger than the overall pooled average (−0.49) with

seven of the nine studies showing effect sizes of −0.56 or larger.

Tang et al. (2013) reported that global positive affect is strongly associated with self‐reports of meaning in life even

after controlling for related variables. Hicks and King (2007) provided a possible explanation for this phenomenon,

suggesting that people use positive affect as a source of information when responding to questions regarding abstract

qualities of life such as meaning and purpose. An alternative explanation builds on Fredrickson's (1998) Broaden and

Build theory, with positive affect fostering a broader cognitive focus which may help people connect their life and

activities to a larger system of meaning and purpose. In a study of positive affect, global focus, and meaning in life with

undergraduate students the relation between positive affect and meaning (r = 0.31) was not explained by cognitive

broadening (Hicks & King, 2007). Those who had a high global focus were less influenced by positive affect with regard

to their sense of purpose. Those with low global focus showed greater increases in meaning as positive affect increased.

This same interaction pattern was found in another study by Hicks and King (2008). In this study, those high in religious

commitment were less likely to show the robust relationship between positive affect and meaning in life. Thus, positive

affect is potentially used as a cue for purpose, but less so if other more salient cues are available.

Depression and low positive affect are also strongly related to approach deficits (Trew, 2011), including

decreased reward sensitivity and continued pursuit of less valued goals. However, recent work (Trew, 2011) is

recognizing the large role that avoidance plays in both anxiety and depression, with the relationship between

avoidance and depression present after controlling for comorbid anxiety. At this point in time, the literature

highlights that the relationship between purpose and psychopathology is likely influenced by both approach and

avoidance tendencies including reward sensitivity, behavioral activation, negative information processing, and the

ability to flexibly adapt and discontinue goals when strategies are not working effectively.

7.2 | Moderator effects

Aside from the previously discussed significant elevated association between purpose‐anxiety for clinical

populations, and a difference based on purpose scale for purpose‐depression which supported Hypothesis 3, the
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only other significant result involved a regional difference for purpose‐anxiety, largely due to a higher association

found in three samples for Australia and New Zealand. Given the limited size of this sample, this result should be

interpreted with caution.

Age, gender, and language spoken had no significant impact on the relationship between purpose and

depression/anxiety. Hypothesis 2 was not supported with effect sizes for purpose and depression showing

consistency across all age groups. Given bidirectional possibilities, this may show the effectiveness of purpose to

protect against depression at all ages, or it may show the consistent difficulties that depression poses across the

lifespan.

7.3 | Limitations and future research

The meta‐analysis focused on associations, thus no causal conclusions can be drawn. It may be that greater purpose

is protective and results in lower levels of depression and anxiety. It may also be that incapacitating cognitive and

behavioral aspects of depression and anxiety result in lower purpose. The connections between purpose and

depression and anxiety may be bidirectional or cyclical. For example, individuals with a greater sense of purpose

may be less likely to develop mental health problems. A foundation of good mental health may then strengthen

individuals' ability to engage with life, develop a sense of purpose and act on that sense of purpose, further

bolstering mental health.

As the current meta‐analysis is based on self‐report measures of purpose, anxiety and depression, some care is

required when generalizing the findings to the latent constructs. In general, participants vary in the extent to which

social desirability influences their responses and items and scales differ in their susceptibility to these influences. As

discussed above, there is experimental evidence that people use various cues when evaluating their purpose, raising

questions as to the true extent of experienced purpose in life assessed by these scales. It cannot be claimed with

certainty that those reporting higher purpose do indeed lead lives that would objectively be defined as purposeful

based on the multidimensional aspect of the construct.

Although this meta‐analysis included a large number of studies, there were over 100 potential studies excluded

as contacted authors did not provide zero‐order correlations. This is a significant number that may have had a

material impact on the results. Another concern may be the inadequate power of moderator analysis with Hempel

et al. (2013) suggesting upward of 200 samples to achieve 80% power when heterogeneity is high (>92%). This

could mean that there were genuine age, gender, scale, language, and regional differences that went undetected.

Additional moderator analysis should be performed that addresses study quality and also separates out clinical

conditions into various subgroups. The keyword search criteria focused on “purpose in life,” and although several

articles were returned with “meaning in life” in the title or abstract, explicit use of this term, together with keywords

targeting particular purpose scales could have led to more studies.

Some caution is in order regarding the generalizability of the findings as the majority of participants across

studies were female and studies did not represent all world populations or individual situations or challenges that

might influence the connections between purpose in life and depression and anxiety.

Important research questions remain regarding the causal processes that relate purpose to anxiety and

depression. More experimental research is needed to explore these questions. One focus of such future research

might be further investigation of a possible primary role for depression along with general distress in the

development of anxiety.

Experimental treatment intervention research using various approaches to helping individuals craft purpose in

life might identify the most effective cognitive and behavioral strategies that facilitate the development of purpose

and either prevent or decrease symptoms of depression and anxiety. Such research might also focus on differential

effects on depression and anxiety to build treatment protocols tailored to assisting individuals high in either

depression or anxiety.
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8 | CONCLUSION

The current research supports the role that purpose may play in protecting people against common mental health

disorders. This is consistent with the idea that positive life functioning is more than just the absence of ill health and

extends to proactive aspects of well‐being that include interacting with one's environment in ways that align to

interests, values, strengths, and feelings of meaningfulness. Yet purpose is no guarantee of good health. Several

studies showed that people reporting high purpose can still experience clinical levels of anxiety or depression

(Bitsika et al., 2011). Perhaps the best way to view purpose is to conclude that purpose will facilitate approach‐

oriented behavior, foster adaptability to navigate challenges, and help individuals feel a sense that their lives have

meaning, coherence, and a consistent thread of direction. Although causality cannot be determined, these features

are associated with improved mental health and well‐being.

In summary, this meta‐analysis has provided a comprehensive analysis of the relations between purpose in life

and common mental health disorders. The analysis spans over 50 years of measuring purpose and meaning in life

across clinical and healthy populations of a range of ages. The findings reported here expand understanding of the

role that purpose in life plays in pathways to positive functioning.
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