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“No treatment of the experience of [purpose in life] would be complete 
without considering death” (p. 574).

King & Hicks (2021). Annual Review of Psychology 
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Do you have a reason for living?

Nara Prefecture, Japan

Tomioka, et al (2016). Journal of Epidemiology 



A
nt

h
o

ny
 L

. B
u

rr
ow

P
u

rp
o

se
 in

 L
ife

5

Tomioka, et al (2016). Journal of Epidemiology 

Sense of Purpose & Mortality

1 2 3

Ages 65-74 

Ages ≥ 75  

High Income 

Low Income 

Low cog function 

High cog function 

with depression 

without depression 

(Yes)
4 5 6

Adjusted odds ratio

2.08 (No)
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6Sense of Purpose & Mortality
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Sense of Purpose & Physical Health

Lower risk of Alzheimer’s  
and cognitive decline 

Boyle et al (2009)

Enhanced recover after surgery 
Zautra & Smith (2004)

Fewer somatic symptoms 
Ishida & Okada (2006)

Lower risk of myocardial infarction 
Kim et al (2009)

Lower risk of stroke  
Kim et al (2013)

Reduced impact of neurotoxicity 
Wenzel et al (2002)

Lower health care utilization 
Greater use of preventative services 

Musich et al (2018)

Lower incidents of sleep disturbance  
Kim et al (2015)

Better hearing quality (subjective & objective) 
Sutin et al (2024)
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sense of purpose and 
depressive symptoms are 

correlated around -.49

sense of purpose and 
anxiety symptoms are 
correlated around -.36

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/jclp.23576


A
nt

h
o

ny
 L

. B
u

rr
ow

P
u

rp
o

se
 in

 L
ife

9

A sense of purpose in life is worth having

                                                                              

Purpose is associated with: 

+ Positive Affect and less Negative affect                                                          (Burrow & Hill, 2011) 
+ Happiness                                                                                       (Burrow, O’Dell, & Hill, 2010) 
+ Generativity & Contribution                                                                                (Hill & Burrow, 2010) 

+ Income and Net Worth                                                          (Hill, Turiano, Mrozcek, & Burrow 2016) 
- Impulsivity                                                                    (Burrow & Spreng, 2016) 

+ Hope / Agency                                                                                (Burrow, O’Dell, & Hill, 2010) 

+ Learning Engagement / performance                                         (Burrow, Agans, & Rainone 2018) 

+ Visual navigation                                                      (Burrow, Agans, & Hill, under review) 

+ Health behavior & vaccination willingness                                 (Hill, Burrow, & Strecher, 2021) 

- Perceived disruption during pandemic                           (Ratner, Burrow, Mendle, & Hill, 2022) 

•



A Question of Purpose

How should purpose be defined? 

How is purpose measured? 

What is the theorized function of purpose? 

How do we acquire purpose? 

Can anyone develop a sense of purpose? 

What does purpose content predict?  

Does purpose vary intensively over time? 

Is the purpose - health link causal?

What happens when we lose a sense of purpose? 

How does environment shape purpose content? 

Can purpose be a vulnerability factor? 

Are identity and purpose reciprocal influences? 

Do correlates of purpose change across age? 

Can one experience purpose and languishing?  

Can a sense of purpose actually be found? 

Need purpose be self-transcendent to be beneficial?
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How prevalent is purpose?



Ryan Hewitt

Are Youth Purposeful?







Midlife 
adults

Young 
adults

Adolescents

Bronk, et al. (2009) Ratner, Zhu, Li, & Burrow (2023)

Life Engagement Test: Purpose Claremont Purpose ScaleRyff Purpose Scale

How prevalent is purpose among adolescents?
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Purpose in the Context of Daily Life
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Ratner & Burrow (2022; 2023)
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McKnight & Kashdan (2009)

A central, self-organizing life aim 
that organizes and stimulates goals, 
manages behaviors, and provides a 
sense of meaning. 

                                                                                          
A generalized intention to accomplish 
something that is at once meaningful to 
the self and of consequence to the world 
beyond the self.

Damon, Menon, & Bronk (2003)
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1 9

Sense of Purpose: How is it measured?

Item strongly 
disagree

disagree neutral agree strongly agree

There is not enough purpose in my 
life (r)

To me, the things I do are all 
worthwhile

Most of what I do seems trivial and 
unimportant (r)

I value my activities a lot

I don’t care very much about the 
things I do (r)

I have lots of reasons for living

Scheier et al. (2006). The Life Engagement Test
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Sense of 
Purpose+
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Sense of Purpose & Interpersonal Appeal

Purposeful people 
have greater 

interpersonal appeal

Attractiveness & Likeability

Potential for Friendship

Interest in Conversation

Stillman et al (2010). Social Psychological and Personality Science
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Burrow & Hill (2023) Journal of Research in Personality
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What is the primary function of purpose?
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An Increasingly Diverse Nation
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Train Study: Data Collection

Stop WM WF AM AF LM LF BM BF

Addison 8 6 1 2 3 2 5 4
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Train Study: Results

N
e

g
at

iv
e

 A
ffe

ct

0

1

2

3

4

5

Low diversity High diversity

Low Purpose
High Purpose

Burrow & Hill (2013). Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin
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Sense of Purpose: How many Likes did I get?

+

Burrow & Rainone (2016) Journal of Experimental Social Psychology

Self-Esteem
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Sense of Purpose: How many Likes did I get?

(β = .52, p < .001)

Burrow & Rainone (2016) Journal of Experimental Social Psychology
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Pathways to purpose  

‣ Proactive cultivation: Sustained, gradual, and effortful cultivation  

‣ Reactive: Transformative life events  

‣ Social Learning: Observing others engage in meaningful activity 

Hill, Sumner, & Burrow (2014)      Mcknight & Kashdan (2009)
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How is purpose acquired?



Hill, Pfund, & Allemand (2023) Current Directions in Psychological Science

How can we cultivate a stronger sense of purpose?
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