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Abstract and Keywords

Purpose is a unique character strength that develops over the life span, beginning with 
the formulation of personal, family, and vocational goals in early adolescence. A growing 
body of research has produced a clear picture, international and multicultural in scope, of 
how purpose is acquired and sustained, how purpose functions, how new purposes evolve 
RYHU�WKH�OLIH�VSDQ��DQG�KRZ�SXUSRVH�UHODWHV�WR�RWKHU�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWKV�DQG�SV\FKRORJLo
cal capacities. The chapter presents a psychological definition of purpose, describes the 
G\QDPLFV�RI�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW��DQG�UHYLHZV�VWXGLHV�RI�SXUSRVH�DFURVV�D�YDULHW\�RI�FXOo
tural contexts. The chapter also discusses education for purpose in secular and religious 
schools.

Keywords: purpose, character, culture, identity development, self understanding, religious faith, PRUDO�FRPPLWo
ment

The developmental study of purpose has flourished in the early years of the 21st century 
(see Bronk, 2013; Bundick, 2011��%XUURZ��2އ'HOO��	�+LOO� 2010; Damon, 2008; Damon & 
Bundick, 2017; Malin, Reilly, Quinn, & Moran, 2014). Building on writings about purpose 
in adulthood (Frankl, 1959; Ryff, 1989), our research team at Stanford has explored the 
acquisition of purpose among adolescents and young adults living in several parts of the 
United States (see https://coa.stanford.edu/publications/journal-articles). Colleagues in 
other universities in many parts of the world have studied the development of purpose 
DPRQJ�SRSXODWLRQV�RI�DGROHVFHQWV�DQG�HPHUJLQJ�DGXOWV�IURP�DQ�DUUD\�RI�VRFLDO�DQG�FXOWXUo
DO�EDFNJURXQGV��)URP�WKLV�JURZLQJ�ERG\�RI�UHVHDUFK�KDV�HPHUJHG�D�FOHDU�SLFWXUH��LQWHUQDo
WLRQDO�DQG�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�LQ�VFRSH��RI�KRZ�SXUSRVH�LV�DFTXLUHG�DQG�VXVWDLQHG��KRZ�LW�IXQFo
WLRQV��KRZ�WKH�FDSDFLW\�IRU�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSV�RYHU�WKH�OLIH�VSDQ��DQG�KRZ�LW�UHODWHV�WR�RWKo
er psychological capacities. We also are gaining knowledge about why many individuals 
do not acquire full (or even partial) capacities for dedicating themselves to purposes and 
of the consequences of a lack of purpose for personal well-being and moral commitment. 
In this chapter, we review findings that have contributed to this knowledge, and we 
present our views on what is known at this time and what is yet to be discovered.
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3ULRU�WR�WKH�JURZLQJ�ZDYH�RI���VW�FHQWXU\�UHVHDUFK��D�EDUULHU�WR�SURJUHVV�RQ�WKH�HPSLULo
cal (p. 111) VWXG\�RI�SXUSRVH�ZDV�D�ODFN�RI�DQ�RSHUDWLRQDO�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�SXUSRVH�WKDW�GLVWLQo
guished the term from other related concepts. In particular, prior literature had conflated 
��ZKLFK�SV\FKRORJLVWV�VXFK�DVދ�PHDQLQJފ��ZLWK�WKH�FORVHO\�DVVRFLDWHG�FRQFHSW�RIދSXUSRVHފ
Frankl (1959) and Ryff (1989��KDG�XVHG�LQWHUFKDQJHDEO\�ZLWK�SXUSRVH��,Q�RXU�YLHZފ��SXUo
SRVHދ�UHTXLUHG�LWV�RZQ�VSHFLDO�GHILQLWLRQނILUVW��EHFDXVH�VFLHQFH�GRHV�QRW�QHHG��RU�GR�ZHOO�
ZLWK��WZR�WHUPV�IRU�WKH�VDPH�FRQFHSW��DQG�VHFRQG��EHFDXVH�WKHUH�DUH�TXDOLWLHV�WKDW�SHRo
SOH�RIWHQ�UHIHU�WR�ZKHQ�XVLQJ�WKH�ZRUGފ�SXUSRVHދ�WKDW�DUH�QRW�FRQYH\HG�E\�WKH�WHUP�
SXUoފ�2002��UHFRJQL]HG�WKLV�ZKHQ�WKH\�LGHQWLILHG���DORQH��%DXPHLVWHU�DQG�9RKVދPHDQLQJފ
SRVLYHQHVVދ�DV�RQH�RI�IRXU�GLVWLQFWފ�QHHGV�RI�PHDQLQJދ��DORQJ�ZLWK�YDOXH��HIILFDF\��DQG�
self-worth), each of which makes its own specific contribution to what Frankl (1959) 
FDOOHGފ�PDQއV�VHDUFK�IRU�PHDQLQJދ��%XW�%DXPHLVWHU�DQG�9RKV�GLG�QRW�HODERUDWH�IXUWKHU�RQ�
what the distinguishing qualities of purpose are in relation to other types of meaning. We 
agreed with Baumeister and Vohs that purpose is one subset of meaning. The question is, 
ZKDW�DGGLWLRQDO�TXDOLWLHV�GHILQH�WKH�VHPDQWLF�ERXQGDULHV�RI�WKH�VXEVHWފ�SXUSRVHދ"

'UDZLQJ�RQ�WKH�ZD\�WKH�WHUPފ�SXUSRVHދ�KDV�EHHQ�XVHG�LQ�SRSXODU�GLVFRXUVH��DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�
many philosophical and theological writings (Barth, 1957; Warren, 2002), we determined 
that purpose, in addition to having the component of meaningfulness, also must have the 
component of engagement in the world beyond the self. Such an engagement in the world 
is often, though not always, oriented to serving other people. Certain purposes do reflect 
desires to help others, whereas other purposes are driven by discovery, aesthetic, and/or 
cosmic motives that are not necessarily pro-social. We constructed a definition of purpose 
designed to capture both its status as a subset of meaning and its additional component of 
active engagement in the world beyond the self (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003).

'HILQHG�WKLV�ZD\��SXUSRVH�LV�D�SDUWLFXODU�W\SH�RI�ORQJ�WHUP�JRDO�WKDW�FRPELQHV�WZR�HVVHQo
WLDO�HOHPHQWV������LW�LV�PHDQLQJIXO�WR�WKH�VHOI��DQG�����LW�FRPSULVHV�DQ�LQWHQWLRQ�WR�DFFRPo
plish something of consequence to the world beyond the self. Thus purpose is not a goal 
IRUFHG�RQ�D�SHUVRQ�ZLWKRXW�WKH�SHUVRQއV�DVVHQW��DV�LQފ�JHW�\RXU�PDWK�KRPHZRUN�GRQH�
HYHQ�LI�\RX�GRQއW�VHH�ZK\�LWއV�LPSRUWDQWދ����DQG�SXUSRVH�LV�QRW�D�JRDO�GLUHFWHG�VROHO\�DW�
VHOI�JUDWLILFDWLRQ��JRLQJ�WR�D�PRYLH�IRU�HQWHUWDLQPHQWއV�VDNH��HQMR\LQJ�D�JODVV�RI�ZLQH��DQG�
so on). Purposeful goals aim to accomplish something meaningful both to the self and EHo
yond the self. Such goals feel important to the person, and, at the same time, they bear 
the potential of contributing to the external world.

$V�QRWHG��RXU�FRQILGHQFH�LQ�WKLV�GHILQLWLRQ�RULJLQDOO\�VSUDQJ�IURP�SKLORVRSKLFDO�DQG�WKHRo
logical writings on the subject as well as from our sense of how the word has been used 
in common discourse. It now has been further bolstered by a general acceptance of this 
definition in recent development science studies (see Bronk, 2013; Damon & Bundick, 
2017). But it must be noted that the readings on purpose that we accessed came from 
sources in the Western traditions, and the common discourse that we were familiar with 
ZDV�FRQGXFWHG�LQ�WKH�(QJOLVK�ODQJXDJH��:KDW�GRHV�SXUSRVH�ORRN�OLNH�LQ�QRQ�:HVWHUQ�FXOo
tures? How do people living in societies other than the United States think and speak 
about it? Is purpose even signified by a similar word or phrase in languages other than 
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English? These are some of the questions that we address in this chapter as we explore 
existing international data on the development of purpose.

)RUWXQDWHO\��EHFDXVH�RI�UHFHQW�VWXGLHV�LQ�VHYHUDO�FRXQWULHV�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��LQWHUQDWLRQo
al data on the development of (p. 112) SXUSRVH�LV�MXVW�QRZ�HPHUJLQJ��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�SUHo
ponderance of present-day international research on the development of purpose has 
adopted the definition that we presented earlier. This gives us further confidence in the 
validity of that definition (both within and across cultures), and it also makes possible 
PHDQLQJIXO�FRPSDULVRQV�RI�GDWDVHWV�IURP�WKH�GLVSDUDWH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VWXGLHV��$V�ZH�GLVo
cuss later, the emerging international research also offers insight into the ways that the 
sources of purpose, and the processes for attaining purpose, in some ways vary and in 
some ways remain constant across cultures.

A Case of Cultural Awakening
One author of this chapter, William Damon, was trained as a developmental psychologist 
LQ�WKH�3LDJHWLDQ�WUDGLWLRQ��$W�WKH�WLPH��WKH�����V���WKLV�PHDQW�VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�JHQHUDO�SDWo
WHUQV�RI�FRJQLWLYH�DQG�VRFLDO�FRJQLWLYH�JURZWK�WKDW�GHVFULEH�XQLYHUVDO�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VHo
quences. His early work along these lines, presented in The Social World of the Child�
(Damon, 1977���IRUPXODWHG�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VHTXHQFHV�LQ�FKLOGUHQއV�UHDVRQLQJ�DERXW�MXVo
tice, authority, and other social and moral concepts.

$V�D�IROORZ�XS�WR�WKDW�ZRUN��'DPRQ��ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�'DQLHO�+DUW��EHJDQ�DQ�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�LQo
WR�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�FKLOGUHQއV�VHOI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��ORQJ�FRQVLGHUHG�E\�VRFLDO�WKHRULVWV�WR�
be the key reciprocal concept to social understanding (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934). This 
study led to a developmental model of self-understanding in childhood and adolescence 
based on a sample of children living in Worcester, Massachusetts (Damon & Hart, 1982, 
1988���7KLV�GHYHORSPHQWDO�PRGHO��LW�WXUQHG�RXW��KHOG�HQRXJK�LQWXLWLYH�DSSHDO�IRU�$PHULo
can psychologists to cause it to become widely cited in textbooks and used as a basis for 
further self-concept research (Cole & Cole, 1990).

Yet soon after we published the model and empirical findings from our Massachusetts 
VDPSOH��WZR�PHPRUDEOH�WKLQJV�RFFXUUHG��7KH�ILUVW�ZDV�DQ�LQIRUPDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�ZH�UHo
FHLYHG�IURP�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQ�,FHODQG�ZKR�ZHUH�WU\LQJ�WR�XVH�RXU�VHOI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�LQWHUo
YLHZ�ZLWK�D�VDPSOH�RI�,FHODQGLF�FKLOGUHQ��7KH\�ZHUH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�SRVVLEOH�FXOWXUDO�GLIIHUo
ences in response, and they were prepared to contrast Icelandic developmental patterns 
against those we observed in Worcester, Massachusetts. What they were not prepared for 
ZDV�WKH�JHQHUDO�ODFN�RI�UHVSRQVH�WKDW�WKH\�UHFHLYHG�IURP�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�WKH\�ZHUH�LQWHUo
viewing. Our interview, they told us, was practically useless with most Icelandic children 
who were younger than about age 14. Their hypothesis about what was going wrong was 
that the Icelandic children had been socialized to be adverse to self-promotion, and thus 
WKH\�ZHUH�LQGLVSRVHG�WR�DQVZHULQJ�SURELQJ�TXHVWLRQV�IURP�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ�DERXW�WKHLU�GLVo
tinguishing qualities. This hypothesis, of course, was untestable: it may or may not have 
had some truth to it. But what was incontrovertible was that our research methodology, 
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DQG�E\�LPSOLFDWLRQ�RXU�GHYHORSPHQWDO�PRGHO��KDG�EXPSHG�XS�DJDLQVW�D�FXOWXUDO�FRPSOLFDo
tion.

The second event occurred during a visiting professor appointment that Damon had at 
the University of Puerto Rico. During his stay, he spent time in an isolated fishing village 
called La Playa on the south side of the island and visited the local school. The students 
seemed bright and eager to learn, and the teachers were highly engaged and interested 
LQ�WKHLU�VWXGHQWVއ�IXWXUHV��:H�EHFDPH�FXULRXV�DERXW�KRZ�WKH�YLOODJH�FKLOGUHQއV�LGHDV�
about themselves and their futures would compare with those of our mainland sample. 
Accordingly, in collaboration with Nydia Lucca, a leading developmental psychologist at 
the University, we gave our self-understanding interview (p. 113) WR�D�VDPSOH�RI����FKLOo
GUHQ�DJHGށ�����IURP�/D�3OD\D��,Q�WKLV�VWXG\��XQOLNH�LQ�WKH�,FHODQGLF�FDVH��WKH�LQWHUYLHZ�
worked: children gave robust responses to the questions, and the age patterns found in 
our mainland sample were closely replicated. But there were some striking differences in 
the way the Puerto Rican children spoke about their present and future aspirations. At 
WKH�WLPH��ZH�LQWHUSUHWHG�WKHVH�GLIIHUHQFHV�DV�FURVV�FXOWXUDO�YDULDWLRQV�LQ�VHOI�XQGHUVWDQGo
ing (see Hart, Lucca-Irizarry, & Damon, 1986���1RZ��LQ�UHWURVSHFW��,�VHH�WKHP�DOVR�DV�GLIo
ferences in the particular purposes that inspired many of the children from La Playa.

7KH�3XHUWR�5LFDQ�FKLOGUHQއV�UHVSRQVHV�ZHUH�ORDGHG�KHDYLO\�WRZDUG�ZKDW�ZH�FDOOHGފ�WKH�
construal of self through behaviors that elicit positive or negative reactions from 
RWKHUVދ��'DPRQ�	�+DUW� 1988��S��������:KLOH�ZH�KDG�IRXQG�PDLQODQG�FKLOGUHQ�ZKR�HPo
SKDVL]HG�WKHފ�VRFLDO�VHOIދ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�KRZ�WKH\�FRPSDUHG�WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�RWKHUV�RU�
whether others liked them or not (i.e., popularity), we had not found mainland children 
ZKRފ�ZHUH�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�EHKDYLRUV��ZKHWKHU�WKH\�KDG�GRQH�VRPHWKLQJ�JRRG�RU�
EDG��LQ�OLJKW�RI�RWKHUVއ�HYDOXDWLYH�UHDFWLRQV��UDWKHU�WKDQ�ZLWK�WKHLU�VNLOOV�WDOHQWV�DQG�
DELOLWLHVދ��'DPRQ�	�+DUW� 1988��S��������,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��WKH�3XHUWR�5LFDQ�FKLOGUHQ�FRQVLGo
ered their social selves to be defined by their contribution to others in their community, 
ZKHUHDV�WKH�PDLQODQG�FKLOGUHQ�UHIHUUHG�UDWKHU�WR�KRZ�WKH\�UDQNHG�LQ�FRPSDULVRQ�WR�RWKo
ers in terms of ability or esteem.

One example of a statement by a 12-year-old from La Playa (in response to the question 
 P�D�QLFH�NLG��Iއ,ފ���WKDW�ZDV�XQSDUDOOHOHG�LQ�RXU�PDLQODQG�VDPSOH�ZDV�ދ"KDW�DUH�\RX�OLNH:ފ
KHOS�WKH�SHRSOH��&OHDQLQJ�WKH�\DUG��WDNLQJ�FDUH�RU�WKH�DQLPDOVދ��$QRWKHU�ZDVއ,ފ��P�JRRG��,�
OHQG�P\�WR\V��,�SOD\�ZLWK�WKH�JX\V��DQG�,�HQMR\�SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�WKH�JX\Vދ��$QRWKHU�VDLGފ��,�EHo
KDYH�QLFH�ZLWK�P\�PRWKHU��,އP�REHGLHQW�7ދ�KHVH�FKLOGUHQ�VSRNH�DERXW�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�WHUPV�
of close relations with parents, grandparents, siblings, and friends. For many, their most 
KRSHIXO�SODQV�IRU�WKH�IXWXUH�ZHUH�WR�IROORZ�LQ�WKHLU�SDUHQWVއ�IRRWVWHSV��DV�ILVKHUPHQ��DV�
parents themselves, as homemakers, teachers, or whatever roles had been marked out by 
the elders in their community.

We believe that it was correct to posit that such views on the social self were shaping the 
identities of these children in distinct ways. But what we were missing at the time was 
WKH�ZD\�VXFK�VHOI�VWDWHPHQWV�UHIOHFWHG�GHHS�PRUDO�SXUSRVHV�WKDW�WKHVH�FKLOGUHQ�ZHUH�GLVo
FRYHULQJ��DQG�LW�ZDV�WKLV�WKHVH�SXUSRVHV�WKDW�ZRXOG�GULYH�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�FKLOGUHQއV�
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self-identities, at least as much as the other way around. These children were learning 
KRZ�WR�GHGLFDWH�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�WKH�SHRSOH��QHHGV��DQG�WUDGLWLRQV�RI�WKHLU�WLJKW�NQLW�FRPPXo
nity. They clearly believed in what they were doing: they were proud of their community 
contributions in ways that were becoming truly purposeful. At the time, we were unaware 
RI�WKLV�GHYHORSPHQWDO�G\QDPLF�EHFDXVH�ZH�KDG�\HW�QRW�RXUVHOYHV�GLVFRYHUHG�WKH�LPSRUo
tance of purpose in guiding major life decisions. Looking back, our Puerto Rican study, in 
FRPELQDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�IDLOHG�,FHODQGLF�GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ��SRZHUIXOO\�PDGH�WKH�SRLQW�WKDW�FXOo
tural beliefs are an intrinsic component of all psychological development, notably in this 
case with respect to capacities such as self-understanding and purpose that can shape the 
SHUVRQDO��VRFLDO��DQG�PRUDO�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDOއV�OLIH

The Development of Purpose Across the Life 
Span
The capacity for finding and sustaining purposes, similar to other key character 
strengths, draws on a cluster of cognitive, emotional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
skills that develop in social and cultural (p. 114) contexts (Malin, Liauw, & Damon, 2017). 
Compared with most other skills and character strengths, however, purposefulness is a 
relatively late-developing capacity. Only a minority of adolescents and emerging adults 
have been assessed as fully purposeful according to the criteria in the definition noted 
earlier (Bronk, 2012; Damon, 2008; Malin et al., 2017). Most adolescents and emerging 
DGXOWV�DUH�VWLOO�VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�SXUSRVHV�WR�ZKLFK�WKH\�FDQ�DFWLYHO\�FRPPLW��3UHOLPLQDU\�GDo
ta from longitudinal follow-ups suggest that young adults in their late 20s become more 
likely to demonstrate full purpose. By age 30, somewhere between 40% and 50% of the 
young adults have become purposeful (Damon & Bundick, 2017). The precise prevalence 
of purposefulness among adults in later years of life remains to be determined, but it is 
clear from all our studies that purposefulness is a challenging capacity to acquire and 
sustain at any age (see also Colby, this volume, Chapter 24).

$�FRQVLVWHQW�SDWWHUQ�RI�GHYHORSPHQWDO�VWHSV�LQ�WKH�SDWK�WR�SXUSRVH�KDV�HPHUJHG�LQ�D�VHo
ries of recent studies across several labs (Bronk, 2012; Damon, 2008; Damon & Bundick, 
2017; Hill, Sumner, & Burrow, 2014; Malin, 2015; Malin, Ballard, & Damon, 2015; Malin 
et al., 2017; Malin et al., 2014; Moran, 2009; Tirri & Quinn, 2010; Yeager & Bundick, 
2009���$V�QRWHG�HDUOLHU��RQO\�D�PLQRULW\�RI�86�DGROHVFHQWV�DQG�HPHUJLQJ�DGXOWV��ށ������
LQ�PRVW�VWXGLHV��H[KLELW�IXOO�SXUSRVH�LQ�WKH�GHILQLWLRQDO�VHQVH�RI�GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�KLJK�DVSLo
UDWLRQV��DFWLYLW\��DQG�Dފ�EH\RQG�WKH�VHOIދ�RULHQWDWLRQ��'DPRQ� 2008; Moran, 2009). A large 
minority (ranging between 25% and 40% in US samples) shows no signs of any of these 
components of purpose, but rather are drifting through life without long-term aspirations, 
goals, or constructive activities that are leading them toward lasting commitments.

'HYHORSPHQWDOO\�VLWXDWHG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�H[WUHPH�JURXSV�RI�IXOO\�SXUSRVHIXO�DQG�ZKROO\�GLVo
engaged youth are sizable portions of the youth population who either are high on activity 
and low on aspiration or ORZ�RQ�DFWLYLW\�DQG�KLJK�RQ�DVSLUDWLRQ��7KH�IRUPHU�DUH�\RXQJo
sters who have engaged in activities that are potentially purposeful but who have shown 
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few if any signs of committing themselves to any particular pursuit from one day to the 
next. Such youngsters may apply themselves to their schoolwork, sports, music lessons, 
or other activities in a responsible way, but they have not yet developed a sense of what 
WKH\�ZLVK�WR�DFFRPSOLVK�RU�HYHQ�ZK\�WKH\�DUH�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�GDLO\�SURJUDP�RI�REOLJDo
WLRQV��7KH�ODWWHU�JURXS��KLJK�DVSLUDWLRQ�ORZ�DFWLYLW\��H[SUHVV�LGHDVނVRPHWLPHV�VWLUULQJ�
DQG�LPDJLQDWLYH�LGHDVނDERXW�SXUSRVHV�WKDW�WKH\�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�SXUVXH��EXW�WKH\�KDYH�GRQH�
nothing to do something about, or to prepare to do something about, any of their ideas. 
Neither of these groups include purposeful young people who have found something 
meaningful to dedicate themselves to, who have sustained this interest over a period of 
time, and who have a clear sense of what they are trying to accomplish and why (i.e., the 
IXOO\�SXUSRVHIXO�\RXWK���%XW�ERWK�JURXSV�GHPRQVWUDWH�FHUWDLQ�SUHFXUVRU\�HOHPHQWV�RI�SXUo
SRVH�WKDW��ZLWK�IDYRUDEOH�GHYHORSPHQWDO�FRQGLWLRQV��PD\�JURZ�LQWR�FRPPLWPHQWV�WR�SXUo
poses over time. This is not the case with the disengaged youth, for whom the idea of 
long-term goals seems unappealing, unattainable, or too remote to focus on at this time in 
their lives.

Compared to those with full purpose or precursory elements of purpose, the disengaged 
DUH�QRW�DFWLYH�LQ�DQ\�HQGHDYRU�WKDW�FRXOG�WXUQ�LQWR�D�SXUSRVHIXO�SXUVXLWނQRU�GR�WKH\�
show signs that they are looking to find such pursuits. Young people in the (p. 115) high- 
DFWLYLW\��ORZ�DVSLUDWLRQ�JURXS�KDYH�WULHG�RXW�D�QXPEHU�RI�DFWLYLWLHVނLQ�VRPH�FDVHV�WRR�
PDQ\�WR�NHHS�WUDFN�RIނEXW�WKH\�KDYH�\HW�WR�ILQG�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�UHDVRQ�WR�VXVWDLQ�D�FRPPLWo
PHQW�WR�DQ\�RI�WKHP��7KHLU�LQWHUHVWV�DUH�WRR�WHQWDWLYH�DQG�WRR�IOHHWLQJ�WR�EHFRPH�DQ�HQo
during purpose. Young people in the high-aspiration, low-activity group have idealistic 
dreams and can imagine doing great things in the world. Yet, thus far in their lives, they 
have done little to put their ideas to the test of action. As a result, these young people 
have not developed the practical plans needed for pursuing purpose in a realistic manner. 
3XUSRVHIXO�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�KDYH�IRXQG�FDXVHV��JRDOV��RUފ�XOWLPDWH�FRQFHUQVދ��VHH�(PPRQV� 
1999) that inspire their efforts from day to day and help them fashion a stable future 
agenda for themselves. They know what they want to accomplish and why, and they have 
taken concerted steps to achieve their ambitions.

In samples of purposeful adolescents, young adults, and later-life adults from the United 
States, we have identified a wide range of purposes that inspire their efforts and direct 
their daily and future choices. The purposes observed in our US samples include building 
DQG�VXSSRUWLQJ�D�IDPLO\��SXUVXLQJ�D�YRFDWLRQ��VHUYLQJ�*RG�RU�RWKHU�IDLWK�UHODWHG�FDXVH��LPo
SOHPHQWLQJ�DUWLVWLF�DLPV��GRLQJ�FKDULWDEOH�ZRUN�LQ�RQHއV�FRPPXQLW\��FRQWULEXWLQJ�WR�WKH�
EURDGHU�FLYLF�VRFLHW\��SUHVHUYLQJ�WKH�SODQHW�DQG�LWV�UHVRXUFHV��DQG�FDULQJ�IRU�SHWV�DQG�RWKo
er animals.

Conditions Supporting the Development of Purpose

The precursory signs of purpose appear in early or mid-childhood, with the expression of 
 %HQVRQ� 2008). When���RI�LQWHUHVW�LQ�VFKRRO��UHFUHDWLRQDO��RU�KRXVHKROG�DFWLYLWLHVދVSDUNVފ
a child is encouraged to identify and sustain interest in sparks that he or she expresses, 
WKH�FKLOG�KDV�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�GHYHORS�VNLOOV�WKDW�FDQ�GHHSHQ�WKRVH�LQWHUHVWV�LQWR�HQGXUo
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ing fascinations. Children with such deep interests may then match those interests to 
SUREOHPV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�QHHG�WR�EH�DGGUHVVHG�RU�ZD\V�WKDW�WKH�ZRUOG�FRXOG�EH�LPo
proved (Bronk, 2012; Malin et al., 2014). For example, a child with an interest in biology 
may connect that interest with the need for new medical solutions to diseases, or a child 
with an interest in music may see ways that a new musical scale could add to the beauty 
of song and dance. In such a way, purpose is spurred by two realizations on the part of 
the child: (1) I can contribute something to the world related to my special interests and 
skills, and (2) there is something in the world that needs to be improved. Children often 
discover needs for improvements in the world through experience in their families or 
FRPPXQLW\��VXFK�DV�DQ�DXQWއV�FDQFHU�GLDJQRVLV�RU�D�QHZV�UHSRUW�DERXW�D�ORFDO�GLVDVWHU�
(Malin et al., 2015). When children have chances to observe how respected adults pursue 
SXUSRVHV�WKH\�EHOLHYH�LQ��WKLV�FDQ�EH�DQ�HVSHFLDOO\�VWURQJ�IDFLOLWDWRU�RI�WKH�FKLOGUHQއV�FDo
pacities to pursue the purposes that they have discovered (Damon, 2008).

A passionate interest or meaningful experience develops into purpose when young people 
KDYH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�DFW�RQ�WKHLU�FRQFHUQV�DQG�WR�UHIOHFW�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�IXWXUHV�DV�WKH\�UHo
spond to conditions that upset or energize them. As identity formation takes center stage 
GXULQJ�HDUO\�DQG�PLG�DGROHVFHQFH��\RXQJ�SHRSOH�EXLOG�RQ�WKHLU�HPHUJLQJ�SXUSRVHV�E\�HQo
visioning future activities and exploring roles they might take in society that will 
strengthen their commitments and extend the scope of their contributions (Malin et al., 
2014).

Social and environmental factors (family, peers, and mentors, and institutions that young 
people engage with, such as church groups, school, and community centers) play (p. 116)

LPSRUWDQW�UROHV�LQ�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW��3DUHQWV�VXSSRUW�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQއV�SXUSRVH�E\�
PRGHOLQJ�SURVRFLDO�DFWLYLW\�DQG�HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQއV�SURVRFLDO�LQWHUHVWV��0RUDQ��
Bundick, Malin, & Reilly, 2013���$GROHVFHQWV�ZLWK�SXUSRVH�RIWHQ�KDYH�SDUHQWV�ZKR�SURo
YLGH�HQFRXUDJHPHQW�DQG�PDWHULDO�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKHLU�SURVRFLDO�DFWLYLWLHV��VXFK�DV�WUDQVo
portation to volunteer jobs and books for learning about a purpose-related interest. 
Friends and peers also provide some support for purpose. Institutions (such as school, 
church, and community organizations) support the development of purpose by providing 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�DGROHVFHQWV�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�PHDQLQJIXO�VXVWDLQHG�DFWLYLW\�LQ�SXUVXLW�RI�EHo
\RQG�WKH�VHOI�FRQFHUQV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV��7KH�PRVW�VXSSRUWLYH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�DUH�WKRVH�WKDW�LQo
tegrate multiple types of support for prosocial goal pursuit, such as social, informational, 
and material support (Moran et al., 2013).

Purpose as a Character Strength
Psychologists in recent years have turned to the ancient motion of character strengths as 
D�ZD\�RI�H[SODLQLQJ�PRUDO�FRPPLWPHQW�DQG�FRQVLVWHQF\�LQ�PRUDO�EHKDYLRU�RYHU�WLPH��3Ho
terson & Seligman, 2004���3XUSRVH�LV�D�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWK�LQ�WKDW�LW�LV�D�VXVWDLQHG�FRPo
mitment to goals that are meaningful and make a positive contribution to the world. To 
EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�SXUSRVH�DV�D�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWK��ZH�FROODERUDWHG�ZLWK�$QJHOD�'XFNo
worth and her team at the University of Pennsylvania on a longitudinal study of character 
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strengths that develop in early adolescence. Our goal was to understand how different 
character strengths develop in early adolescence and how they relate to one another in 
this early phase of development. In that work, we explored the character strengths of 
gratitude, compassion, and grit and examined their empirical associations with purpose. 
We also were interested in the important ways in which purpose is distinct from other 
character strengths (Malin et al., 2017).

We considered gratitude and compassion to be moral character strengths since they have 
strong implications for the benevolent treatment of other people. Grit, in contrast, is 
more of an instrumental FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWK�VLQFH�LW�VHUYHV�ERWK�SHUVRQDO�DQG�PRUDO�SXUo
poses to an equivalent degree.

Purpose was significantly, but not highly, correlated with gratitude, compassion, and grit 
DPRQJ�RXU�\RXQJ�DGROHVFHQW�VDPSOH��VXJJHVWLQJ�WKDW�WKHVH�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWKV�DUH�UHODWo
ed though distinguishable early in development. This finding confirms our conceptual 
framing of purpose as a distinct moral strength: specifically, it is more future-oriented 
DQG�DJHQWLF�WKDQ�RWKHU�PRUDO�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWKV��,Q�RXU�LQWHUYLHZV��ZH�IRXQG�WKDW�DGRo
OHVFHQWV�ZLWK�IXOO�SXUSRVH�KDG�TXDOLWDWLYHO\�GLIIHUHQW�JUDWLWXGH�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQ�ZKHQ�FRPo
SDUHG�ZLWK�WKRVH�ZKR�ZHUH�QRW�SXUSRVHIXO��7KRVH�ZKR�ZHUH�QRW�IXOO\�GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�SXUo
SRVH�VKRZHG�FRQGLWLRQDO�IRUPV�RI�JUDWLWXGH�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQ��ފ,�ZRXOG�FDUH�HQRXJK�WR�GR�
WKLV�LIދޔ����ZKHUHDV�WKRVH�ZLWK�SXUSRVH�GHVFULEHG�WKHLU�JUDWLWXGH�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQ�DV�XQLo
versal and unconditional.

Although there is some correlation between grit and purpose in our survey data, among 
RXU�LQ�GHSWK�LQWHUYLHZ�FDVHV�JULW�VKRZHG�OLWWOH�UHOHYDQFH�IRU�SXUVXLQJ�SXUSRVH��,QWHUYLHo
wees who were purposeful often showed grit, but not in relation to their purposeful goals. 
It appears that the goal commitment demonstrated through grit and the goal commitment 
demonstrated through purpose are not the same. Grit is an inner resource tapped for goal 
commitment, whereas purpose is an inner drive that may be pursued without the need for 
grit.

The low but significant correlation among the different character strengths suggests that 
they are related but do not have a strong developmental relationship. We know from 

(p. 117) WKH�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK�GLVFXVVHG�HDUOLHU�WKDW�SXUSRVH�GRHV�QRW�IROORZ�D�OLQHDU�GHo
velopmental trajectory but is shaped by life experiences and opportunities and by a 
SHUVRQއV�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKRVH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��'DPRQ� 2008; Malin et al., 2014). Our study of 
gratitude, compassion, and grit reinforced the idea that purpose, like other character 
VWUHQJWKV��GHYHORSV�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�ERWK�WKH�UHDGLQHVV�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�WKH�GHYHORSPHQo
WDO�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�DIIRUGHG�E\�OLIH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��0RUHRYHU��ZH�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH�GHYHORSo
mental relationship among these character strengths is multidirectional. Young people 
may have grit that supports later purpose development, or they may acquire purposes 
that encourage the subsequent development of grit.

While our study of character strengths demonstrated the distinct yet related nature of the 
DVVRFLDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�SXUSRVH�DQG�RWKHU�NH\�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWKV��WKH�VWXG\އV�OLPLWHG�VFRSH�
GLG�QRW�DOORZ�IRU�D�WKRURXJK�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�KRZ�GLIIHUHQW�FKDUDFWHU�VWUHQJWKV�PLJKW�LQo
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WHUDFW�DQG�FR�HYROYH�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�GHYHORSPHQW��+RZHYHU��RXU�ILQGLQJV�DERXW�WKH�UHo
ODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�OHVVHU�DQG�PRUH�GHYHORSHG�IRUPV�RI�SXUSRVH��JUDWLWXGH��DQG�FRPSDVo
VLRQ�HFKR�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�H[DPLQHG�WKH�ELGLUHFWLRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�FKDUDFo
WHU�VWUHQJWKV��VXFK�DV�)URK��%RQR��DQG�(PPRQVއV��2010) study showing that gratitude and 
prosocial motivation enhance each other over time in a mutually causal relationship over 
the developmental course. Further research is needed to examine how gratitude in its 
fullest form interacts with, is supported by, and promotes purpose as they both develop.

Our findings also suggest that the study of youth purpose development would benefit 
from further research on the interaction between purpose and instrumental character 
VWUHQJWKV�VXFK�DV�JULW��<RXQJ�DGROHVFHQWV�LQ�RXU�VWXG\�GLG�QRW�VHHN�SXUSRVH�WKURXJK�DFo
WLYLWLHV�WKDW�UHTXLUHG�JULW�DQG�LQVWHDG�IRXQG�SDWKV�WR�SXUSRVH�WKDW�GLG�QRW�UHTXLUH�FKDOo
lenge and effort. These purposeful youth demonstrated that commitment to a goal does 
not necessarily mean that major obstacles are encountered and overcome. The small 
amount of research that does look at the relationship between grit and purpose-related 
constructs found that gritty pursuit of challenging goals provided a sense of fulfillment 
and meaning, but these studies were conducted only with adults (see Colby & Damon, 
1992; Von Culin, Tsukayama, & Duckworth, 2014). It may be that young adolescents are 
less likely to look for purpose in beyond-the-self activities that require significant effort or 
personal sacrifice, perhaps because they find meaning in activities that enact their values 
DQG�VXSSRUW�WKHLU�PRYHPHQW�WRZDUG�LGHQWLW\�DFKLHYHPHQW�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�WKH�HIIRUW��RU�SHUo
haps because their priorities are dispersed at this age and the majority of their time and 
effort is spent on school work.

Purpose Across Countries and Cultures: An International Perspective

In addition to the ongoing study of youth purpose development occurring in the United 
States, there is a growing interest in adolescent purpose and related constructs among 
UHVHDUFKHUV�DURXQG�WKH�JOREH��,Q�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��ZH�SURYLGH�DQ�RYHUYLHZ�RI�WKH�HPHUJLQJ�UHo
search on adolescent purpose being conducted internationally, specifically in Finland, 
Spain, Brazil, South Africa, Iran, Mongolia, China, and Korea (arranged here to be 
JURXSHG�E\�ZRUOG�UHJLRQ�ZKHQ�SRVVLEOH���$W�WKH�WLPH�RI�ZULWLQJ��WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�UHo
VHDUFK�RQ�SXUSRVH�LV�EHLQJ�H[DPLQHG�DW�JUHDWHU�GHSWK�E\�D�FROODERUDWLYH�SURMHFW�VSHDUo
headed by Seana Moran at Clark University and Jenni Mariano at the University of South 
Florida. In this chapter, we introduce this body of work, (p. 118) ILUVW�GHVFULELQJ�KRZ�SXUo
SRVH�LV�GHILQHG�DFURVV�GLIIHUHQW�FXOWXUHV�DQG�ZKDW�LV�NQRZQ�DERXW�WKH�VWDWH�RI�\RXWK�SXUo
pose internationally. We then discuss some of the emergent themes in this research that 
reveal how culture and context might impact purpose development. The direction that 
SXUSRVH�UHVHDUFK�LV�FXUUHQWO\�WDNLQJ�YDULHV�IURP�FRXQWU\�WR�FRXQWU\��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�WKH�IROo
ORZLQJ�GLVFXVVLRQ�ZLOO�QRW�LQFOXGH�SDUDOOHO�ILQGLQJV�DFURVV�FXOWXUHV�EXW�ZLOO�LQVWHDG�GHo
scribe the findings that are currently available in each country.
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Finland

)LQQLVK�UHVHDUFKHUV�WUDQVODWH�SXUSRVH�DVފ�KRSHIXO�IXWXUHދ�DQG�GHILQH�SXUSRVH�DV�RQHއV�
meaning in life and most important goals in life (Tirri & Kuusito, 2014���,Q�)LQODQG��SXUo
pose is strongly related to national educational priorities, and the research focuses on the 
UROH�RI�SXUSRVH�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�DQG�WHDFKHU�HGXFDWLRQ��7KH�SXEOLF�VFKRROV�LQ�)LQODQG�DUH�UHOLo
gious, with a religious education program that emphasizes learning about world religions 
as well as moral and ethical development, and the priorities of education are equality and 
ZKROH�FKLOG�GHYHORSPHQW��WKHUHIRUH�WKHUH�LV�VLJQLILFDQW�HPSKDVLV�RQ�PRUDO�YDOXHV�GHYHOo
RSPHQW�LQ�VFKRROV��0RUHRYHU��DERXW�����RI�)LQQLVK�FKLOGUHQ�FRPSOHWH�(YDQJHOLFDO�/XWKHUo
DQ�FRQILUPDWLRQ�VFKRRO��ZKLFK�LV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FDWHFKLVP�EXW�LQFOXGHV�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�VWXo
dents to discuss purpose in terms of developing ethical values (Tirri & Kuusito, 2014���(Go
ucation researchers who study purpose in Finland examine it as an aspect of the moral 
DQG�HWKLFDO�DVSHFWV�RI�SXEOLF�HGXFDWLRQ��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WHDFKHUVއ�VHQVH�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�FRPSHo
WHQFH�WR�GHYHORS�VWXGHQW�SXUSRVH��KRZ�WHDFKHUV�FRQYH\�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�WR�VWXo
dents, and the role of purpose in the Finnish goal of educating the whole child across all 
areas of the curriculum (Bundick & Tirri, 2014; Kuusito, Gholami, & Tirri, 2016; Tirri & 
Kuusito, 2016; Tirri & Ubani, 2012).

Spain

6SDQLVK�UHVHDUFKHUV�GHILQH�SXUSRVH�DV�Dފ�OLIH�SURMHFWދ�DQG�DV�DQ�REMHFWLYH�WKDW�\RX�ZDQW�
to fulfill in life (Luna, Folgueiras, Biglia, & Palou, 2014; Mariano et al., 2015���7KH\�GHo
scribe two paths that young people in Spain can take to pursue purpose in life. The first is 
the traditional path of getting an education, having a family, finding work, and buying a 
KRXVH��7KH�VHFRQG�LV�WR�WDNH�DQ�DOWHUQDWH�URXWH�WR�D�SXUSRVHIXO�OLIH�E\�FKDUWLQJ�RQHއV�RZQ�
course in search of meaning. Because of the recent economic crisis in Spain, researchers 
argue that both paths to purpose are closed for most young people, and purpose is being 
delayed by many (Luna et al., 2014���,Q�6SDQLVK�VFKRROV��JXLGDQFH�FRXQVHORUV�VXSSRUW�VWXo
GHQWV�LQ�PDNLQJ�GHFLVLRQV�DQG�FUHDWLQJ�D�SDWK�WKDW�ZLOO�OHDG�WR�WKHLU�SXUSRVHIXO�OLIH��%Ho
cause family plays an important role in deciding what course young people will follow, 
schools work with families to ensure that students are receiving appropriate support for 
future planning at home. Some researchers in Spain focus on service learning in schools 
and found that service learning can support students in developing altruistic values and 
beyond-the-self purpose as they plan their life course (Mariano et al., 2015).

Brazil

5HVHDUFKHUV�VWXG\LQJ�\RXWK�SXUSRVH�LQ�%UD]LO�WUDQVODWH�SXUSRVH�DVފ�Proyecto vitalދ�RU�OLIH�
SURMHFW��7KH�ZRUGފ�proyectoދ�LPSOLHV�ERWK�WKH�YHUE project (projecting into the future) and 

plan (a plan for a project), and this dual meaning is used in the study of youth purpose in 
Brazil (Araújo, Arantes, Danza, Pinheiro, & Garbin, 2016). The research examines youth 
purpose both in terms of adolescents projecting or planning (p. 119) WKHLU�OLIH�DORQJ�D�WUDo
MHFWRU\�DQG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�SURMHFWV�WKDW�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�FDQ�HQJDJH�LQ�WR�FRQWULEXWH�VRPHo
thing positive to the world and develop their purpose. This research shows that family 
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and work are the two most important domains of future-projected purpose for 15- to 25- 
\HDU�ROGV�LQ�YDULRXV�UHJLRQV�RI�%UD]LO��DV�LV�WKH�FDVH�LQ�PRVW�FRXQWULHV�ZKHUH�\RXWK�SXUo
pose research is conducted (Araújo et al., 2014; Pinheiro & Arantes, 2015). Specifically, 
adolescents in Brazil emphasize the importance of meaningful relationships and the well- 
being of others when describing their purpose in life and found opportunities for fulfilling 
WKLV�SXUSRVH�LQ�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�DQG�WKURXJK�ODERU��ZKHWKHU�WKURXJK�WKHLU�FDUHHU�RU�LQ�ZRUNo
ing with the church or other social organizations) (Arantes, Pinheiro, & Araújo, 2014��3£o
taro & Arantes, 2014). In this study, adolescents said that having people around them who 
model ethical living helped them develop their purpose. It also found that values and 
HPRWLRQV�ZHUH�YLWDO�WR�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW�DPRQJ�%UD]LOLDQ�\RXWK�EHFDXVH�WKH\�LQIOXo
ence how young people organize their life decisions, plans, and actions.

Unlike in Finland, the education system in Brazil is not designed to support purpose and 
KDV�JHQHUDOO\�QHJOHFWHG�VWXGHQWVއ�VRFLDO�DQG�PRUDO�HGXFDWLRQ��$UD¼MR�	�$UDQWHV� 2009). 
One current area of research in Brazil involves an effort to learn how education can be 
changed to support adolescents in developing beyond-the-self purpose (Araújo, et al., 
2016���$UD¼MR�DQG�KLV�FROOHDJXHV�KDYH�EHHQ�WHVWLQJ�D�SURJUDP�LQ�%UD]LOLDQ�WHDFKHU�WUDLQo
LQJ�SURJUDPV�WKDW�SUHSDUHV�WHDFKHUV�WR�HQJDJH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�SURVRFLDO��SUREOHP�EDVHG�GHo
sign challenges, in which they collaborate to develop solutions for real problems in their 
communities. Students in this program are believed to develop moral values by learning 
GLUHFWO\�IURP�SHRSOH�LQ�D�FRPPXQLW\�DERXW�WKH�SUREOHPV�WKDW�DIIHFW�WKHP�DQG�WKHQ�GHYHOo
op beyond-the-self purpose by engaging in collaborative efforts to solve those problems.

South Africa

In South Africa, a study of meaning in life among college students provides insight about 
WKH�LPSRUWDQW�UROH�WKDW�FXOWXUH�SOD\V�LQ�VKDSLQJ�\RXQJ�SHRSOHއV�SXUSRVH��0DVRQ� 2013). 
Although participants in this study were asked about meaning in life rather than purpose, 
their responses indicate in two ways that they define meaning in much the same way that 
ZH�GHILQHG�SXUSRVH�HDUOLHU��)LUVW��ZKHQ�DVNHG�DERXW�ZKDW�PDNHV�OLIH�PHDQLQJIXO��UHVSRQo
dents emphasized the importance of contributing to others and the world and taking care 
of family. In particular, those who scored highest on a survey measure of meaning in life 
were most likely to say that contributing to others gave their life meaning. Some of these 
high-scoring respondents used African metaphors to describe culture-specific ideas about 
connecting with and caring for others. Second, those who scored lowest on meaning in 
life described their inability to fulfill their goals, suggesting that their experience of a 
meaningful life depends on having and pursuing future-oriented goals. Goal-orientation 
and beyond-the-self concerns are associated with a conception of purpose and, according 
to the definition we use in this chapter, distinguish purpose from the more general sense 
of having meaning in life.
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Iran

A recent study conducted in Iran sought to examine the life purposes of adolescents using 
the definition of purpose outlined earlier in this chapter (Hedayati, Kuusisto, Gholami, & 
Tirri, 2017���7KH�DXWKRUV�IRXQG�WKDW�DERXW�����RI�,UDQLDQ�DGROHVFHQWV�DJHGށ������ZHUH�
fully purposeful, which is about the same percentage as seen (p. 120) among adolescents 
in that age range in the United States. Iranian schools prioritize religious education, 
VSHFLILFDOO\�,VODPLF�YDOXHV�DQG�SUHSDULQJ�VWXGHQWV�IRUފ�Dކ�SXUH�OLIHއ��D�OLIH�IXOO�RI�GLYLQH�
FORVHQHVV�WR�*RG��ZKLFK�XOWLPDWHO\�ZLOO�EULQJ�DERXW�D�SXUHކ�VRFLHW\ދއ��+HGD\DWL�HW�DO�� 
2017���'HVSLWH�D�VWURQJ�UHOLJLRXV�HGXFDWLRQ�WKDW�HPSKDVL]HV�SUHSDUDWLRQ�IRU�D�OLIH�RI�UHOLo
gious and social purpose, Iranian adolescents scored low on religious life aspirations and 
aspirations to contribute to improving society relative to hedonistic, material, and family 
obligation life goals.

Mongolia

The research on youth purpose in Mongolia focuses on the role of values and how cultural 
differences in values impact how young people develop purpose. Bespalov and colleagues 
(2014) asked young adolescents in two different regions of Western Mongolia what they 
felt were the most widespread sources of purpose among their peers. These two different 
UHJLRQV�UHSUHVHQWHG�GLIIHUHQW�FXOWXUDO�JURXSV��ZLWK�RQH�ODUJHO\�PDGH�XS�RI�.D]DNK��0XVo
lim) youth and one comprised of different Mongol ethnic groups. In both regions, family 
and self-realization through professional achievement were seen as the most prevalent 
values and life goals. In contrast to their adolescent peers in other countries on the Asia 
continent, Mongolian youth in both regions ranked pleasure and leisure lowest on their 
list of life priorities. In looking at differences between the regions, Kazakh youth were 
more likely to value religion, tradition, and self-expression, compared to Mongolian youth 
who value secularism, rational thinking, and survivalism, likely due to both the secular 
Buddhist culture that dominates in the Mongol region, as well as living conditions caused 
by the harsh landscape. The differences in purpose seen between these two groups 
HFKRHG�WKHLU�GLIIHUHQW�YDOXHV�RULHQWDWLRQV��.D]DNK�\RXWK�UDWHG�VHUYLQJ�VRFLHW\��IDPLO\��UHOLo
JLRQ��SHUVRQDO�HFRQRPLF�JDLQ��DQG�SURIHVVLRQDO�DFKLHYHPHQW�DOO�DV�YHU\�ZLGHVSUHDG�SXUo
SRVH�JRDOV�DPRQJ�WKHLU�SHHUV��ZKHUHDV�PRVW�0RQJRO�\RXWK�IHOW�WKDW�RQO\�IDPLO\�DQG�SURo
IHVVLRQDO�DFKLHYHPHQW�ZHUH�YHU\�ZLGHVSUHDG�SXUSRVH�JRDOV�DPRQJ�WKHLU�SHHUV��7KH�DXo
WKRUV�DUJXHG�WKDW�WKH�KHWHURJHQHLW\�RI�YDOXHV�VHHQ�LQ�:HVWHUQ�0RQJROLD�HFKRHV�WKH�KHWo
erogeneity seen in studies of European values, where political, economic, and cultural 
IRUFHV�DUH�VHHQ�WR�VKDSH�LQGLYLGXDOVއ�YDOXHV��0DJXQ�	�5XGQHY� 2012).

China

Education for purpose is compulsory in China and therefore Chinese researchers have a 
FOHDU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ZKDW�SXUSRVH�PHDQV�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�FRQWH[W��,Q�&KLQDފ��SXUSRVHދ�
UHIHUV�WR�WKH�SXUVXLW�RI�RQHއV�IXWXUH��,W�LV�D�UHDOLVWLF�DQG�DFKLHYDEOH�JRDO�EDVHG�RQ�RQHއV�
ideology that guides young people in setting their life course (Jiang, Lin, & Mariano, 
2016���,Q�&KLQD��SXUSRVH�WDNHV�RQ�WZR�IRUPV��WKH�FRPPRQ��QDWLRQDO��SXUSRVH�DQG�SHUVRQo
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al purpose. The content of personal purpose is broadly categorized into living purpose, 
professional purpose, social purpose, and moral purpose.

3HUVRQDO�SXUSRVH�LV�GHYHORSHG�LQ�VFKRRO�GLUHFWO\��WKURXJK�ILHOG�H[SHULHQFHV��SUDFWLFDO�H[o
periences, and interactions with teachers, as well as indirectly through reading about role 
models (Mariano et al., 2014). Common purpose is taught through mandatory courses on 
ideology and politics, which teach that the common purpose is to build a nation that is 
prosperous, strong, democratic, modern, civilized, and socialist (Jiang et al., 2016). 
6FKRROV�DLP�WR�VKDSH�VWXGHQWVއ�SHUVRQDO�SXUSRVH�WR�DOLJQ�ZLWK�FRPPRQ�SXUSRVH��+RZHYo
HU��UHVHDUFK�VKRZV�WKDW�&KLQHVH�VWXGHQWVއ�SHUVRQDO�SXUSRVHV�DUH�QRW�ZHOO�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�WKH�
national common purpose but instead reflect their aspirations (p. 121) IRU�SHUVRQDO�VXFo
cess through professional pursuits and their basic need to support their family. Asked to 
UDQN�WKHLU�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�OLIH�JRDOV��PRUH�UDQNHGފ�OLYH�OLIH�WR�WKH�IXOOHVWދ�KLJKHU�WKDQ�DQ\�
RWKHU�JRDO��IROORZHG�E\ފ�VXSSRUW�P\�IULHQGV�DQG�IDPLO\ދ�DQGފ�KDYH�D�JRRG�FDUHHUދ��-LDQJ�
et al., 2016). When compared with college students in the United States, Chinese college 
VWXGHQWVއ�SXUSRVH�LV�PRUH�LQIOXHQFHG�E\�GHPRJUDSKLF�IDFWRUV�WKDQ�WKHLU�86�SHHUV��$PRQJ�
&KLQHVH�VWXGHQWV��PDOHV�DQG�UXUDO�ERUQ�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�IHPDOH�DQG�XUEDQ�ERUQ�VWXo
dents to have altruistic purpose (Jiang & Lin, 2014).

Korea

,Q�.RUHD��DV�LQ�&KLQD��SXUSRVH�LV�XQGHUVWRRG�WR�KDYH�GLIIHUHQW�IRUPV��LQFOXGLQJ�VRFLDO�SXUo
pose, family purpose, and material purpose. Purpose researchers in Korea define social 
SXUSRVH�LQ�.RUHD�DVފ�D�OLIH�JRDO�WKDW�LV�PRWLYDWHG�E\�D�GHHS��PRUDO�VHQVH�RI�VRFLDO�YDOXHV��
LQIOXHQFHG�E\�VRFLDO�REOLJDWLRQ�DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQ�WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�VRFLHW\�DQG�E\�WKH�ZLOOLQJo
QHVV�WR�VDFULILFH�RQHއV�SHUVRQDO�QHHGV�WR�GHGLFDWH�RQHއV�PHULWV�IRU�WKH�EHWWHUPHQW�RI�
VRFLHW\ދ��6KLQ��+ZDQJ��&KR��	�0F&DUWK\�'RQRYDQ� 2014). It refers to purpose driven by 
commitment to Confucianism and the collectivist values prevalent in Korean culture, 
ZKLFK�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�LV�WR�VHUYH�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��<RXQJ�SHRSOH�IXOo
fill this purpose by achieving in school so that they can be a benefit to their family and 
uphold their responsibilities to society.

6KLQ�DQG�FROOHDJXHVއ��2014��VWXG\�RI�DGROHVFHQW�SXUSRVH�LQ�.RUHD�IRXQG�WKDW�\RXQJ�SHRo
ple increasingly prioritize leisure, individualism, and self-indulgence over the collectivist 
values favored by previous generations. Among college students, they found that the most 
SUHYDOHQW�VRXUFH�RI�SXUSRVH�ZDV�IDPLO\�DQG�LQWHUSHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV��IROORZHG�E\�PDWHo
ULDO�ZHDOWK�DQG�IDPH��DQG�WKH�OHDVW�FRPPRQ�VRXUFH�RI�SXUSRVH�ZDV�WKH�VRFLDO�IRUP��+RZo
HYHU��RI�WKH�WKUHH��VRFLDO�SXUSRVH�ZDV�WKH�JUHDWHVW�SUHGLFWRU�RI�D�VHQVH�RI�KDYLQJ�D�PHDQo
ingful life, and wealth and fame purpose did not correlate with sense of meaning in life.
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Themes in the Cross-Cultural Study of Youth 
Purpose
Overall, the emerging study of youth purpose in different countries confirms that culture 
PDWWHUV��:H�NQRZ�IURP�DQ�H[WHQVLYH�ERG\�RI�UHVHDUFK�RQ�OLIH�JRDO�SODQQLQJ�WKDW�DGROHVo
FHQWV�JHQHUDOO\�IROORZ�Dފ�FXOWXUDO�SURWRW\SHދ�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�H[SHFW�WR�IXOILOO�HGXFDWLRQDO�
JRDOV��IDPLO\�DQG�ZRUN�JRDOV��DQG�PDWHULDO�DFTXLVLWLRQ�JRDOV��EXW�WKH�FRQWHQW�DQG�WUDMHFWRo
ry of these life goals varies based on sociodemographic factors, social context, and family 
values (Massey, Gebhardt, & Garnefski, 2008). Prior research also shows that prosocial 
motivation and behavior vary by cultural background (e.g., Carlo et al., 2010���7KHVH�UHOHo
vant findings provide some insight into why and how we might see differences in purpose 
DFURVV�FXOWXUHV��DQG�VRPH�RI�WKH�SXUSRVH�UHVHDUFK�IURP�GLIIHUHQW�FRXQWULHV�IXUWKHU�LOOXPLo
nates these differences. In the following section, we describe some themes in the recent 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�\RXWK�SXUSRVH�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�H[SODLQ�KRZ�FXOWXUH�FDQ�LPSDFW�SXUSRVH�GHYHOo
opment.

&XOWXUDO�9DULDWLRQ�LQ�)DPLO\��:RUN��DQG�5HOLJLRQ�DV�6RXUFHV�RI�3XUo
pose

Consistent with the research on adolescent life goals, the international research on youth 
purpose suggests that family and work are the two areas of life where adolescents are 
universally most likely to seek purpose. In our research with adolescents in the United 
States, family was described by most of our participants as one of the most important 
things in their life (Damon, 2008; Mariano & Damon, 2008). (p. 122) 7KH\�YDOXHG�WKH�VXSo
port and encouragement their parents provided and many sought to build the financial 
stability that would allow them to provide for their future family (Moran et al., 2013). In 
the United States, young people also rated future career goals as an important source of 
purpose (Mariano & Damon, 2008) and showed that their experiences in high school were 
shaped by whether or not their future career goals were driven by a desire to contribute 
to the world beyond-the-self (Yeager & Bundick, 2009).

In the international research, the relevance of family and work to purpose is a recurring 
WKHPH��KRZHYHU��DFURVV�WKLV�UHVHDUFK�WKHUH�DUH�QRWDEOH�FXOWXUDO�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�UHODo
WLRQVKLS�RI�IDPLO\�DQG�ZRUN�WR�LQGLYLGXDOVއ�SXUSRVHV��,Q�%UD]LO��WKH�UHVHDUFK�RQ�SXUSRVH�
reveals the importance of interpersonal relationships and an emphasis on valuing the 
well-being of close others (Arantes et al., 2014). In China, family purpose is distinct from 
social purpose, which is specifically about loyalty to the nation and contribution to nation- 
building (Jiang et al., 2016). In studies from China and Korea, family-oriented purpose is 
described more in self-fulfilling terms than beyond-the-self terms (Jiang et al., 2016; Shin 
et al., 2014). In Thailand, young people find meaning and life satisfaction in having close 
relationship with family elders, prioritizing cultural respect for tradition over generativity 
(Balthip & Purnell, 2014).
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Unlike the domains of family and work, religion is a primary source of purpose for only a 
minor portion of the youth population (15% in our original study). US adolescents overall 
rated religion lower than family, friendship, and vocation as a source of purpose, and 
money, looking good, and happiness rated higher than religion and spirituality as life 
goals (Mariano & Damon, 2008). Brazilian youth likewise rated family, having fun, and 
earning money as more important to their life goals than religion (Araújo et al., 2014), 
even though only 8% of Brazilians report having no religious affiliation (Pew Research 
Center, 2014���,Q�)LQODQG��ZKHUH�DW�OHDVW�����RI�VWXGHQWV�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�UHOLJLRXV�HGXFDo
WLRQ�SURJUDPV�ERWK�LQ�DQG�RXW�RI�VFKRRO��VWXGHQWV�VFRUHG�ORZHU�WKDQ�86�VWXGHQWV�RQ�DOO�GLo
mensions of purpose (Bundick & Tirri, 2014). These findings suggest that the relationship 
between religion and purpose is not as direct as might be assumed, especially among 
adolescents.

,Q�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��VRPH�RI�WKHފ�SXUSRVH�H[HPSODUVދ�WKDW�ZH�VWXGLHG�GHVFULEHG�UHOLo
gious faith and spiritual beliefs as central to their life purpose in diverse ways (Mariano & 
Damon, 2008; Tirri & Quinn, 2010). A model developed by Mariano and Damon (2008��GHo
VFULEHG�IRXU�IXQGDPHQWDO�ZD\V�WKDW�UHOLJLRXV�IDLWK�FDQ�OHDG�\RXWK�WR�SXUSRVH������IDLWK�LQo
spires them to contribute to the lives of others, (2) their faith gives meaning and value to 
WKHLU�JRDOV������IDLWK�LQVSLUHV�WKHP�WR�GHYHORS�PRUDO�FKDUDFWHU��DQG�����UHOLJLRXV�LQYROYHo
ment provides them with a community of shared purpose.

Similarly, in Brazil, God and church came up frequently in purpose interviews with many 
Brazilian adolescents, even though religion was not scored high as a source of purpose 
(Arantes et al., 2014). But the relationship between religion and youth purpose in Brazil 
varied. Some adolescents described the church as a source of work, whereas for others 
the church offered opportunity to make meaningful contributions to the community. Still 
RWKHUV�IRXQG�LQVSLUDWLRQ�RU�VRODFH�LQ�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�*RG��6XFK�ILQGLQJV�DUH�LQo
triguing, but further study across many different countries and cultures will be essential 
for fully understanding the connection between religion and purpose.

(p. 123) National Context Shapes Purpose

1DWLRQDO�IDFWRUV�FDQ�KDYH�DQ�LPSDFW�RQ�KRZ�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�GHYHORS�SXUSRVH��+HUH�ZH�GHo
VFULEH�WKUHH�ZD\V�WKDW�WKH�QDWLRQDO�FRQWH[W�VKDSHG�\RXWK�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW��FROOHFo
tivist versus individualistic societies, economic circumstances the nation is facing, and 
the education system.

Collectivism versus individualism��$�FRPPRQ�QDWLRQDO�GLIIHUHQFH�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�LQWHUQDo
tional purpose research is whether a society favors collectivism or individualism and the 
impact it has on how young people think about and pursue purpose. The findings suggest 
WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QRW�D�GLUHFW�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�\RXWK�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�D�QDWLRQއV�
SRVLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�LQGLYLGXDOLVPށFROOHFWLYLVP�VSHFWUXP��EXW�UDWKHU�LW�YDULHV�E\�FRXQWU\��,Q�
some countries typically considered collectivist, such as Korea and China, the influx of 
Western individualism in recent years has changed how young people think about future 
goals and life purpose (Jiang & Lin, 2014; Shin et al., 2014). On the other hand, in South 
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$IULFD��ZLWK�OHVV�LQIOXHQFH�IURP�WKH�:HVW��DQG�ZKHUH�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�DUH�VWLOO�VWURQJO\�DWo
tached to African cultural symbols, purpose is strongly shaped by collectivist ideas like 
contributing to the community (Mason, 2013).

Economic circumstances��,Q�6SDLQ��WKH�QDWLRQDO�FRQWH[W�KDV�KDG�D�VLJQLILFDQW�DQG�ZRUU\o
ing impact on youth purpose development. Due to the economic crisis that has afflicted 
6SDLQ�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV��WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�SDWK�RI�OLIH�SXUSRVHނQDPHO\��FUHDWLQJ�D�IDPLO\�DQG�
ILQGLQJ�D�VDWLVI\LQJ�FDUHHUނKDV�EHHQ�GLVUXSWHG�IRU�PDQ\�DGROHVFHQWV��DQG�\RXQJ�DGXOWV�
are putting off pursuing these important life goals (Luna et al., 2014; Mariano et al., 
2015). While some adolescents have found alternative paths to purpose, this approach is 
also impacted by the economic circumstances in Spain and is only open to those who have 
WKH�VRFLDO�FDSLWDO�QHFHVVDU\�WR�ILQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��$OVR�DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�QDWLRQDO�HFRQRPo
ic crisis, schools have recently reduced their guidance offerings, meaning students have 
fewer support resources for establishing and pursuing their life objectives.

Education system. Schooling, as determined by the national context, has some impact on 
how young people think about and pursue purpose in life, but not to the extent that might 
be expected. As discussed earlier, religious education should play a significant role in 
VKDSLQJ�VWXGHQW�SXUSRVH�EDVHG�RQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�WKHRU\�DERXW�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�UHo
ligion and purpose (Mariano & Damon, 2008), yet recent findings from the international 
UHVHDUFK�VKRZV�WKDW�WKLV�LV�DQ�LQFRQVLVWHQW�UHODWLRQVKLS��7KLV�LV�WUXH�GHVSLWH�WKH�W\SH�RI�UHo
OLJLRXV�HGXFDWLRQ�SURYLGHG��)RU�H[DPSOH��)LQODQG�KDV�UHOLJLRXV�SXEOLF�VFKRROV��\HW�WKH�UHOLo
JLRXV�HGXFDWLRQ�GRHV�QRW�VHHP�WR�KDYH�WKH�H[SHFWHG�LPSDFW�RQ�VWXGHQW�SXUSRVH��,Q�)LQo
land, religious education emphasizes an outcome called bildung��ZKLFK�PHDQV�WR�EH�SDVo
sionate in developing oneself and contributing to human kind, and in practice is taught as 
XXVLWR�HW�DO�� 2016��S������'HVSLWH�WKLV�HWKLFDO�WUDLQo.��ދHWKLFDOO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�FLWL]HQVKLSފ
ing, cross-cultural research finds that Finnish youth are less purposeful and less beyond- 
WKH�VHOIށRULHQWHG�WKDQ�WKHLU�SHHUV�LQ�FRXQWULHV�ZKHUH�PRVW�VFKRROV�DUH�VHFXODU��%UD]LO�DQG�
the United States) (Araújo et al., 2009; Bundick & Tirri, 2014���7KHUH�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�D�VLPo
LODU�HIIHFW�LQ�&KLQD��$OWKRXJK�VFKRROV�WKHUH�DUH�QRW�UHOLJLRXV��WKH\�WHDFK�D�QDWLRQDO�FXUo
ULFXOXP�DLPHG�DW�LQVWLOOLQJ�D�FRPPRQ��VRFLDOO\�RULHQWHG�SXUSRVH�LQ�\RXQJ�FLWL]HQV��\HW�UHo
VHDUFK�ILQGV�WKDW�VWXGHQWVއ�SHUVRQDO�SXUSRVH�GRHV�QRW�DOLJQ�ZLWK�WKHVH�QDWLRQDO�JRDOV�
(Jiang et al., 2016).

At least one study shows that education in different countries can differently impact 
youth purpose development. A study that (p. 124) compared teaching styles in Finland and 
WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�IRXQG�WKDW�WHDFKLQJ�VWXGHQWV�KRZ�WR�SODQ�IRU�WKH�IXWXUH�SURPRWHV�SXUo
pose identification among Finnish students but does not have the same impact on student 
purpose in the United States (Bundick & Tirri, 2014). This may be due to the schooling 
context in Finland, in which adolescents track themselves into vocational or academic 
SDWKV�LQ�KLJK�VFKRRO��ZLWK�ERWK�SDWKV�KDYLQJ�HTXDO�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�FDUHHU�DQG�ILQDQFLDO�VXFo
cess, and future planning skills are relevant to their education. By comparison, students 
in the United States receive the message that college is the only path to success. In that 
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FRQWH[W��IXWXUH�SODQQLQJ�LV�GHYRLG�RI�SHUVRQDO�PHDQLQJ�DQG�QRW�PDGH�UHOHYDQW�IRU�QRQށFROo
lege-bound students.

This overview of recent international research provides an early glimpse of what remains 
to be learned about how purpose development is influenced by the cultural context. Not 
RQO\�LV�WKLV�D�SURPLVLQJ�VWDUW�WR�JUHDWHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW�WKURXJKo
RXW�WKH�ZRUOG��EXW�LW�DOVR�LQIRUPV�WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KRZ�FXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W�ZLWKLQ�DQ\�VRo
FLHW\�FDQ�VKDSH�KRZ�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�WKLQN�DERXW�DQG�SXUVXH�SXUSRVH�LQ�OLIH��:KLOH�PDQ\�GLIo
ferences are seen, there are some interesting echoes across these international studies. 
)RU�H[DPSOH��RXU�UHVHDUFK�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�UROH�PRGHOV�DQG�LQWHUSHUo
sonal relationships are critical to purpose development, perhaps more so than direct or 
GLGDFWLF�HIIRUWV�WR�LQVWLOO�VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�SXUSRVH��DQG�WKLV�DSSHDUV�WR�KROG�WUXH�DFURVV�FXOo
tures.

Future research on recent efforts to make education more purpose-oriented, such as 
WKRVH�VHHQ�LQ�%UD]LO�DQG�6SDLQ��PD\�VKRZ�WKDW�GLUHFWO\�HQJDJLQJ�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�LQ�SURVRo
FLDO�SURMHFWV�FDQ�SURPRWH�SXUSRVH�GHYHORSPHQW��:H�DOVR�VHH�LQ�WKHVH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VWXGo
ies that although purpose is sometimes thought of as transcendent, young people around 
WKH�ZRUOG�DUH�PRVW�OLNHO\�WR�ILQG�SXUSRVH�LQ�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WKHLU�IDPLO\�DQG�FRPo
munity.

The meaning of purpose varies across cultures, but the differences appear to be a matter 
of emphasis rather than lack of an equivalent idea. In some countries, such as Brazil and 
Spain, emphasis is on the idea of purpose being a project, generally future-oriented, and 
therefore educators support purpose by engaging students in activities that approximate 
purposeful projects. In China and Korea, on the other hand, emphasis is on purpose as 
contributing to something larger than the self, which is reflected in education systems 
WKDW�VHHN�WR�LQVWLOO�D�FROOHFWLYLVW�VSLULW�WKURXJK�WKH�FXUULFXOXP��%HFDXVH�WKH�LGHD�RI�SXUo
pose is largely translatable across cultures, the task of creating a shared understanding 
of purpose and how it develops around the world is both manageable and useful. The 
commonalities illuminate what is universal about human purpose, and the differences 
provide insights that inform our understanding of how young people develop purpose in 
our own culture, as well as about meaningful cultural differences and how people engage 
with their world to find purpose in life.
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