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This qualitative study examined the intertwined processes of purpose development and meaning-making of 15
participants (12 females, 3 males; age range 18–21 years) students from three private universities on the East
Coast of the United States. Consensual qualitative research analysis revealed that as participants considered
their purpose in life, they engaged in three particular meaning-making processes based on an existing sense of
purpose: (1) resilience through adverse experiences, (2) adaptation during adverse experiences, and (3) per-
sistence to overcome barriers to purpose. Additionally, analysis revealed that meaning-making outcomes pro-
duced a sense of purpose as a result of adverse experiences in three themes: (1) renewed outlook and
appreciation of life experiences and relationships, (2) redefined prosocial direction, and (3) centralization of
purpose around adverse experiences. 
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Cultivating a sense of purpose can support the
exploration of essential developmental ques-
tions during emerging adulthood. In this life
stage, young people grapple with questions of
identity, including “who am I?” and “what role

will I have in the world?” (Arnett, 2014).
These and other questions form the founda-
tions of purpose, which can be defined as a
longstanding aim that is both personally mean-
ingful and contributes to the world
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beyond-the-self (Damon et al., 2003). College
in particular can serve as a setting for students
to develop a sense of purpose (Pfund et al.,
2020). Resources available at colleges, includ-
ing first-year seminars, experiential learning
opportunities and mentoring relationships can
be important influences and supports for
developing a sense of purpose in students
(Pfund et al., 2020). Purpose is associated with
a host of positive outcomes for college stu-
dents, such as academic achievement (Ade-
labu, 2008; Brown & Jones, 2004;
Yukhymenko-Lescroart & Sharma, 2020),
academic engagement (Hill et al., 2018; Klein
et al., 2019), increased self-esteem (Blattner et
al., 2013; Halama & Dedová, 2007), and per-
sonal agency (Burrow et al., 2009; Hill et al.,
2014). Therefore, college contexts can serve as
distinctive and valuable environments in
which students can explore their purpose. 

Research on purpose development in col-
lege has increasingly focused on identifying
antecedents, correlates, and outcomes of pur-
pose. For example, Liang et al. (Liang, White,
Mousseau, et al. 2017; Liang, White, Rhodes,
et al. 2017) highlighted four main influences
on purpose development: people, passion, pro-
pensity, and prosocial benefits. The four Ps
framework builds on existing research that
suggests that purpose develops through the
identification of strengths and interests
(Bronk, 2011), the support of people (Malin et
al., 2017), and desire to contribute to the world
beyond-the-self (Bronk & Finch, 2010). This
framework has been descriptive of purpose
among various contexts, including individuals
with backgrounds of marginalization and
adversity (Liang, White, Mousseau, et al.
2017; Liang, White, Rhodes, et al. 2017) and
also provides a model of the factors that con-
tribute to purpose development.

Other theoretical work and research has
delineated various antecedents and pathways
to purpose that highlight the role of adverse
experiences. In particular, Kashdan and
McKnight (2009) described how one pathway
of purpose may develop in response to trauma
or other types of adversity when individuals

engage in meaning-making through processes
such as reflection and reexamination of values
and priorities (Kashdan & McKnight, 2019).
The meaning-making model posits that an
individual must reduce the discrepancy
between the appraised meaning (i.e., assign-
ment of meaning) of a stressful event and their
broad views of the world (i.e., global beliefs)
and internal representations of desired pro-
cesses or outcomes (i.e., global goals; Joseph
& Linley, 2005). More specifically, mean-
ing-making refers to the processes that people
utilize to reduce the aforementioned discrep-
ancy (Park, 2010). Although recent research
has identified a connection between adversity
and purpose (Gutowski et al., 2018; Sumner et
al., 2018), less empirical work has examined
the specific processes through which purpose
develops from adversity (Bronk et al., 2020;
Malin et al., 2019). Given the extensive litera-
ture on meaning-making in response to adver-
sity, it may be that meaning-making processes
may help explain how an individual’s sense of
purpose is shaped or influenced by personal
adversity. 

Adversity and Purpose 

Adversity can be defined as negative life
events and hardships that significantly impact
a person or community, such as the effects of
trauma, natural disaster, chronic illness, or
going to war (Linley & Joseph, 2004). Adverse
experiences can also include marginalization,
in which groups or individuals are separated
physically, socially, or emotionally from the
majority culture based on societal and sys-
temic forms of discrimination (Sumner et al.,
2018). Kashdan and McKnight (2009)
described a reactive pathway to purpose that
may result from transformative life events that
are personally experienced or affect close oth-
ers. Transformative life events include adverse
experiences, such as the death of others and ill-
ness diagnoses that may catalyze an individ-
ual’s development of purpose (Kashdan &
McKnight, 2009). Research on purpose and
adversity has largely examined the develop-
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ment of purpose as a result of adversity or
trauma. However, research continues to
explore the specific opportunities and mecha-
nisms for purpose to serve as a protective fac-
tor or an intervention in mitigating or
overcoming adverse experiences. 

Studies have suggested that those with a
sense of purpose are less negatively affected
by adverse experiences. Indeed, purpose can
serve as a protective factor and source of moti-
vation for college students during these
adverse experiences (Liang, White, Rhodes, et
al., 2017; Sumner et al., 2018). Gutowski et al.
(2018) found that purpose was correlated with
those who utilized their stress as a motiva-
tional tool. For example, some students in the
Gutowski et al. (2018) study highlighted how
they were motivated to pursue purpose as a
means of overcoming existing financial or
familiar stressors. Moreover, purposeful col-
lege students seem to have increased resilience
and adaptive coping following adverse experi-
ences (Malin et al., 2014). College students
encounter various challenges as they navigate
multiple transitions, and having a purpose,
especially one with a prosocial aim, may serve
to help them persevere. 

Purpose can also be inspired and formed
from adverse experiences. Theoretical work
suggests that purpose can arise as a result of
reevaluating and reflecting on life based on the
challenges individuals have faced and over-
come (Kashdan & McKnight, 2009). In addi-
tion to a personal sense of purpose, people also
seem to develop a strengthened sense of proso-
cial orientation following adversity (Godfrey
& Cheng, 2016; Hill et al., 2014). Although a
growing number of studies (Gutowski et al.,
2017; Bronk et al., 2020) denote that adversity
influences one’s prosocial engagement that is
associated with one’s purpose, little is known
about the processes that one undergoes to
adapt their purpose in response to adverse
events (Kashdan & McKnight, 2009; Malin et
al., 2019). Thus, there is a dearth of literature
that describes how individuals make the vari-
ous changes to their purpose as a result of
adverse experiences. 

Meaning-Making From Adversity

When considering purpose development in
relation to individuals’ adverse experiences,
the concept of meaning-making can be helpful.
Commonly explored in research on posttrau-
matic growth and bereavement, meaning-mak-
ing as a concept could be particularly valuable
in understanding how purpose develops from
adverse experiences (Kopacz et al., 2019; Park
& Ai, 2006). Recent meaning-making research
highlights its specific role in supporting the
growth of individuals who experience adver-
sity (Lachnit et al., 2020). Park (2010) sug-
gested stressful life experiences, such as loss,
trauma, or marginalization, may threaten one’s
global systems of meaning, which include
one’s beliefs about the world and oneself,
one’s goals, and one’s purpose in life. When a
person appraises a stressful event as discrepant
with their global systems of meaning, they
experience distress and subsequently engage in
meaning-making processes to facilitate adjust-
ment. The greater the discrepancy with their
global systems of meaning, the greater their
distress (Lachnit et al., 2020). The outcomes,
or meanings made, after a stressful or adverse
event might include feelings of acceptance,
causal understanding about the stressor,
changed global beliefs or goals, or changed
sense of meaning in life, which result in better
adjustment (Park, 2010). 

Listed are four of the most common distinc-
tions of meaning-making processes: automatic
and unconscious experiences (e.g., intrusive
thoughts) versus deliberate attempts to deal
with a situation; assimilation, or changing
appraised meaning to fit with one’s global
meaning, versus accommodation, or changing
global beliefs or goals to fit with appraised
meaning; searching for ways to make sense of
the event (i.e., comprehensibility) versus eval-
uating an event (i.e., significance); and cogni-
tive versus emotional processing (Park, 2010).
Individuals possess a range of responses to
adversity that are optimal to positive outcomes
after an adverse experience. For example, indi-
viduals who are able to participate in exposure
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and habituation of a stressful event (i.e., emo-
tionally process) or flexibly modify their exist-
ing beliefs with information from a stressful
event (i.e., cognitively process), will have an
adaptive response to adversity. Individuals uti-
lize meaning-making processes so that they
can move forward from adversity through
adapting, gaining clarity, or simply accepting
the event. 

Accepting an adverse or stressful event may
allow individuals to reduce the internal strug-
gle about an event, replacing questions of
“why me?” with questions such as “what will I
do now?” It has been suggested that the out-
comes of meaning-making overlap (Park,
2010). For example, an individual’s accep-
tance of a stressful experience may allow them
to integrate it into their identity, thus allowing
for a reconstruction of their identity that is
potentially more holistic and nuanced. The
consideration of this overlapping process in
meaning-making might be particularly rele-
vant to the exploration of purpose and how it
manifests from college students’ adverse expe-
riences. In summary, meaning-making affirms
or revises elements of one’s orienting system
to develop more nuanced and useful ways of
thinking of the world (Gillies et al., 2014).
Meaning-making is particularly important fol-
lowing a highly stressful event (Park, 2010)
because it can mediate the harmful effects of
future stress and trauma (Park & Ai, 2006).
Understanding how meaning-making is used
may inform the specific processes that contrib-
ute to how adversity influences or shapes col-
lege students’ purpose.

Current Study

Whereas previous research in purpose
development has investigated the relevance of
adversity in shaping purpose, far less is known
about the specific processes surrounding
adversity in particular that contribute to pur-
pose development (Malin et al., 2019). The
present study sought to explore how adverse
experiences shaped or influenced college stu-
dents’ sense of purpose. Prior research

addresses meaning-making processes among
adult populations; but there is a gap in under-
standing meaning-making processes for col-
lege students as well as their role in shaping
the impact of adversity on one’s sense of pur-
pose. 

METHOD

The data were derived from a larger,
mixed-method, multisite longitudinal study as
part of a research partnership among three
universities—two of which are located in New
England and one in the Southeast region of the
United States. The larger study aimed to eluci-
date the developmental factors and trajectories
of purpose during undergraduate students’
time in college. Given that over half of partici-
pants in the larger study reported adverse
experiences as key components in developing
their purpose, the present study explored the
following research questions: (1) How did pur-
poseful college students form purpose from
adverse experiences? (2) How did college stu-
dents utilize their sense of purpose to make
meaning out of adversity? We hypothesized
that meaning-making and purpose develop-
ment were interconnected processes—that
meaning-making helped these purposeful stu-
dents either to develop or strengthen purpose
following adverse experiences, and purpose in
students was used as a guide to make meaning
out of adversity. We analyzed semistructured
interviews of exemplar participants to explore
these research questions and hypotheses. 

Participants

Fifteen participants ages 18 to 21 years old
(12 females, 3 males; Mage = 18.78, SDage =
0.89) were recruited from psychology courses
at three universities. They received extra credit
for their participation in the study. Sev-
enty-three percent of participants identified as
White, and 29% of participants identified as
people of color (Latinx or Hispanic = 2 partic-
ipants; Black or African American = 3 partici-
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pants; American Indian or Alaska Native = 2
participants; Asian = 1 participant; Identified
more than one race/ethnicity = 5 participants).
All three institutions were predominantly
White universities, which resulted in a pre-
dominantly White sample in our data. Addi-
tionally, the sample was predominantly
female-identified, consistent with the majority
female representation in the Psychology
departments from which these participants
were recruited. Multiple strategies were used
to recruit participants, including research par-
ticipant pools and flyers. For the recruitment
for the qualitative portion of the larger study,
data were collected using the exemplar sam-
pling method to focus on the particular
strengths and resources utilized by highly pur-
poseful students. 

As part of the larger three university study
described above, researchers first collected
quantitative data online to assess purpose and
mentoring experiences. Those participants
who scored in the top quartile of one of the
purpose subscales were invited to complete
qualitative interviews. Twenty-four of the 54
survey respondents who were invited to partic-
ipate in qualitative interviews accepted the
invitation. For the current study, we included
interview participants who attributed their
development of purpose to an adverse experi-
ence as defined by Linley and Joseph (2004)
and Sumner et al. (2018). These researchers
describe adversity as negative life events and
hardships that significantly impact a person,
including trauma, natural disaster, chronic ill-
ness, marginalization and discrimination based
on identity. Fifteen participants fit this criteria
(which is within the recommended range of 8
to 15 participants for qualitative analysis; Hill
et al., 2005). 

Materials

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ;
Steger et al., 2006), a quantitative measure,
was administered via Qualtrics for recruit-
ment. The MLQ scale has been used in studies

of both meaning and purpose among college
students (e.g., Lund et al., 2019). It includes
two, 5-item subscales that assess the search for
purpose and the presence of purpose. Our
study utilized only the latter subscale as we
were interested in identifying students with a
strong sense of purpose. A sample item is: “I
have discovered a satisfying life purpose.”
This subscale demonstrated excellent reliabil-
ity in the present study (α =.91). Furthermore,
the presence of purpose subscale has demon-
strated reliability and validity in previous
research (Steger et al., 2006). Following sur-
vey data collection, selected participants were
recruited via email by research assistants to
schedule a meeting time for an interview. Par-
ticipants then completed 3- to 45-minute semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with trained
bachelor’s level and master’s level research
assistants in private, designated office spaces
on their respective campuses in the November
and December of 2017. Research assistants
were students who attended the same schools
as the interviewees. The interview protocol
was developed and adapted from existing
interview protocols on purpose development
(Bronk et al., 2012; Liang, White, Mousseau,
et al., 2017). These interviews explored the
key events, people, and resources that partici-
pants referred to as impactful in developing
their sense of purpose across time (see Appen-
dix A). 

The Four Ps purpose development frame-
work (Liang, White, Mousseau, et al., 2017;
Liang, White, Rhodes, et al. 2017) informed
the interview protocol as well as the analysis
process. In particular, this framework shaped
the research questions and organization of key
themes. Three research assistants, including
one doctoral student and two undergraduate
students analyzed the data through the lens of
the Four Ps: people, propensity, prosocial
intent, and passion (Liang, White, Mousseau,
et al., 2017). Data were analyzed by three
research assistants, including one doctoral stu-
dent and two undergraduate students. 
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Procedure

Using the software HyperResearch, the
interviews were coded using the consensual
qualitative research method (CQR) by explor-
ing purpose through participants’ perspectives
and interpretations of purpose (Hill et al.,
1997). CQR was selected for its rigor and inte-
gration of grounded theory, phenomenological
research, and comprehensive process analysis
(Hill et al., 2005), including (1) open-ended
questions in semistructured data collection,
(2) a team of researchers who provide different
perspectives throughout the analysis process,
(3) consensus on judgment and interpretation
of the data, (4) an auditor to review the team’s
analysis, and (5) formation of larger themes
(i.e., domains), categories within these themes
(i.e., core ideas), and cross-case analyses.
Within CQR, prevalence of a code can be iden-
tified with four conventions: general, in which
all or all but one case report the code; typical,
in which more than half of cases up to the cut-
off for general report the code; variant, in
which three cases up to the cutoff for typical
report the code; and rare, in which fewer than
three cases report the code (Hill et al., 1997). 

Prior to data collection, the study received
approval from the institutional review boards
of each of the three universities. In our imple-
mentation of CQR for this study, semistruc-
tured interviewing was conducted by two
graduate students and four undergraduate stu-
dents who received training on interviewing
for qualitative research. At the beginning of
their interviews, participants were given a
definition of purpose according to the study
and then identified their sense of purpose in
response to the initial questions that asked
them to define their sense of purpose. Inter-
view questions were organized by addressing
participants’ future, present, and past explor-
ing assets, barriers, and important experiences
that shaped their identified purpose. These
interviews were then deidentified and tran-
scribed using a transcription software called
HyperTranscribe. Pseudonyms were used for
participants in the study. 

Reflexivity

To ensure the study’s credibility and integ-
rity as a qualitative investigation, the principal
investigators examined their subjective values,
positionality and biases (Tracy, 2010). Each of
the principal investigators have experience and
expertise working with adolescents and emerg-
ing adults in various contexts including teach-
ing, therapy, religious youth groups, and other
community organizations. Additionally, the
principal investigators conduct research on
positive youth development and social justice
issues. The research assistants worked closely
under their supervision and were trained in
these frameworks. Interpretations of the data
were thus informed by positive youth develop-
ment, purpose, and social justice lenses. 

Data Analysis

A research team of two undergraduates and
one doctoral student led the analysis process,
forming themes in the within-case analysis
(the process of identifying domains and core
ideas in each participant interview). Following
data collection, three research assistants each
read participants’ deidentified interview tran-
scriptions then formed and organized themes
that they considered important to understand-
ing participants’ thoughts and ideas. The three
then met weekly to review their recurring and
overlapping themes and consensually pro-
duced the domains. The initial domains were
informed by the Four Ps: people, propensity,
passion, and prosocial benefits (Liang, White,
Mousseau, et al. 2017). The Four Ps served as
sensitizing concepts that helped create a foun-
dation for understanding participant responses
related to people, passions, propensities, and
prosocial intentions that they identified in
response to the interview protocol (Bowen,
2006). After creating these domains, these
three research assistants met weekly about
each interview case until they met consensus
regarding tabulations and codes of the data. In
light of further exploration of the data and
consensus among the research team, several
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domains were inductively added in addition to
the Four Ps. This included a domain for
“meaning-making,” which described negative
personal life events from which participants
reflected and identified as relevant to their pur-
pose. The process of forming new thematic
categories was then replicated when forming
core ideas, which are the specific categories of
concepts arising within domains. Research
assistants arrived at consensus through
open-ended discussion, expressing their ideas
with mutual respect, shared power and equal
involvement among themselves (Hill et al.,
1997). Such meetings were also used to
resolve discrepancies in coding and discuss
changes of definitions or themes based on
recurring coding differences. Through this col-
laborative process, the team explored and
modified domains and core ideas based on
their consensus of interpreting the data. This
consensual process was conducted with seven
of the 15 interviews. Upon conducting the first
half of interviews consensually, the three
research assistants, who were now very famil-
iar with the codebook, then divided the
remaining eight interviews among each other
to analyze cases individually. This decision
was made due to a lack of resources. 

Two doctoral research assistants then
served as the auditors for this analysis, ensur-
ing that domains and core ideas were consis-
tent in all cases. These auditors read all the
transcripts and analyzed codes to ensure that
the data was correctly categorized and
included all domains and core ideas (Hill et al.,
2005). Following their reanalysis of the data,
the auditors provided feedback to the research
team, which then worked to reach consensus
regarding the auditors’ recommendations for
the data. Cross-case analysis was conducted by
the research assistants who coded the inter-
views by identifying key overlapping themes
having to do with adverse experiences and
their relationship to purpose. For the
cross-case analysis, the three research assis-
tants compared the data across interview cases
of core ideas pertaining to meaning-making
and overcoming adverse experiences, marking

key processes participants described (Hill et
al., 2005). Findings were developed from
in-depth analysis of the “meaning-making”
domain and its core ideas. 

RESULTS

The findings for the current study identify two
major core ideas within the domain mean-
ing-making—(1) meaning-making processes,
and (2) meaning-making outcomes—with
each of these core ideas highlighting several
notable subthemes inductively formed by the
research team’s consensual analysis. The first
core idea, meaning-making processes, high-
lights how purpose informed and enhanced
participants’ meaning-making of adverse
experiences, which led to a strengthened sense
of purpose (see Table 2). The second category,
Meaning-Making Outcomes, focuses on how
meaning-making resulted in the formation of
participants’ sense of purpose as they
responded to adversity in their lives (see Table
3). All but two of the identified subthemes
across the two core ideas demonstrated typical
prevalence, with each participant identifying at
least one subtheme from each core idea during
their interview (see Table 1).

Meaning-Making Processes

In the core idea of meaning-making pro-
cesses, participants identified how their pur-
pose helped them make meaning out of
adverse experiences, which then enabled them
to develop a strengthened understanding of
what their purpose meant to them. Researchers
found three subthemes of these meaning-mak-
ing processes: (1) resilience during adverse
experiences, (2) adaptation through adverse
experiences, and (3) persistence to overcome
barriers to purpose. Often participants noted
two or three of these subthemes as critical
events that shaped their purpose with all par-
ticipants noting at least one. The first theme,
resilience in adverse experiences, demon-
strated typical prevalence, while adaptation
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TABLE 1
Meaning-Making Processes and Outcomes

Theme/Subtheme Frequency

Meaning-Making Processes

     Resilience in adverse experiences Typical

     Adaptation through adverse experiences Variant

     Persistence to overcome barriers to purpose Variant

Meaning-Making Outcomes

     Renewed outlook and appreciation for relationships and life experiences Typical

     Redefined prosocial direction Typical

     Centralization of purpose around adverse experiences Typical

TABLE 2
Definitions and Examples of Meaning-Making Processes

Meaning-Making 
Processes Definition Participant Example

Resilience in adverse 
experiences

Endurance and 
perseverance of 
purpose through 
adverse 
experiences, 
which promotes 
renewed 
motivation in 
pursuing purpose.

Jessica “I would read stories about Paul [the Biblical character] in 
prison, and I felt like I was in prison a lot of the time, the 
different houses that I got juggled around in, they literally had 
bars in the windows, most of them, and Paul was sitting there 
happy as a lark in June … I want[ed] to be able to do that, that 
sounds pretty cool, right? [And I realized] that there’s more to 
this world and more to life and more to everything than just 
sitting here angry and locked up and hungry and sad all the 
time, you know? There’s more to it.” 

Adaptation through 
adverse experiences 

Redirection and 
modification of 
purpose as a result 
of barriers created 
from adverse 
experiences.

Sarah “I was much more religious back then, actually, than I am now. 
Part of that was coming out [as gay], too. But that definitely did 
help with purpose … I would say being more religious at the 
time gave me a bit more of a sense of purpose, but when I got to 
college, when I started becoming less religious and kind of had 
an identity crisis about that, I realized that I think it wasn’t 
like?I thought that being a Christian was a big part of my 
identity in high school. Looking back on it now, it was not … I 
didn’t realize that I was hurting myself because I was—I went 
to a [Christian summer] camp and it was like, ‘being gay was 
wrong,’ and that was taught, and people didn't believe it, but 
that was just like the norm. And that kind of led me to 
internalize a lot of things.”

Persistence to 
overcome barriers to 
purpose

Continued 
determination and 
flexibility to 
overcome 
hardships that 
could set 
participants back 
in their purpose.

Anna “Being a kid is rough anyway, but it’s really rough when there 
are people who want to hurt you, want to make things hard for 
you, and that was a big problem when I was little… I was very 
angry, and pretty much ready to just blow up and quit and leave 
and not know what else to do, but to do that would be to let 
them win, and quite frankly, they didn’t deserve to win, you 
know? You gotta come out of that and they get what they 
deserve eventually you know, and then I want to make a new 
way so that other people don’t have to deal with that.”
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through adverse experiences and persistence to
overcome barriers to purpose both demon-
strated variant prevalence. 

Resilience in Adverse Experiences

Participants highlighted how making mean-
ing out of their adverse experiences enabled
them to strengthen their sense of resilience and
further their purpose, which likely reflected
how the meaning of these adverse experiences
were informed by a previous and consistent
sense of purpose. In particular, purpose
informed participants’ global meaning, which
led them to engage in the meaning-making
process of assimilation that they identified as a
source of resilience during setbacks and chal-
lenges. For example, Melissa, a 19-year-old
White female who moved to the United States
from France for her studies, identified how

coping with the loss of her grandfather
increased her motivation toward her purpose.
She described:

I left my parents’ house when I was fourteen, so I
was living by myself in another city … at the end
of the first year, my grandfather died, and I was not
prepared for this because since I was always living
with him, he was someone who was always gonna
stay by my side... he was also my best friend and
everything else, so I [said] that I need to live my
life, do what I want to do, take it day by day, and
just be happy because life can change at any time.
I think it was really this day that I realized I really
need to achieve my goals.

Melissa highlighted this moment as a turn-
ing point for her life and pursuing purpose in
the midst of grieving her grandfather’s death
while overseas. Despite the shock of his death,
she was also able to use this experience as a

TABLE 3
Definitions and Examples of Meaning-Making Outcomes

Meaning-Making 
Processes Definition Participant Example

Renewed outlook 
and appreciation for 
relationships and life 
experiences 

Newfound 
perspective and 
recognition of 
how adversity has 
resulted in 
meaningful 
insight for 
participants and 
their sense of 
purpose. 

James “[Last October,] my dog who I had my entire life, I had to go 
and put her down, my girlfriend of a year broke up with me, I 
got fired from my job, a friend from high school killed himself. 
Every week was just a [expletive]. It’s been a rebuilding 
process really, and honestly if that hadn’t all happened, I would 
not be the person that I am today, and overall I like the person 
that I am today, so I’m grateful that it happened. I know that I 
wouldn't be thinking the things I am or wanting to do the things 
that I want to do if I hadn’t completely broken down.”

Redefined prosocial 
direction

Dynamic 
reshaping of 
participants’ 
scope for helping 
others and 
committing to 
social change. 

Camila “My mom came here when she was 19, so my age, and she 
came with no money in her pocket, coming here to work to 
support her family back in her country [sic], so seeing my mom 
like struggling and then raising [me and my brother].… When 
my parents got divorced it was all my mom on her own, and 
I’ve seen her work like 60 hours and take another part-time job. 
Like my goal hopefully is I don’t want my mom to be having to 
push and break her back 60 hours a week”

Centralization of 
purpose around 
adverse experiences

Focus of purpose 
on supporting and 
alleviating shared 
adverse 
experiences. 

Charlotte “I think it’s really important that I saw all of these racial 
injustices and all of these—and I was exposed to all of these 
diverse characteristics of people economically, religiously, 
racially and all of this, and it’s really contributed to my person 
now. So I wouldn’t trade that experience for anything, and I just 
want to get back to that.”
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motivating force in furthering her goals toward
purpose. 

Isabella, a 19-year-old White woman with
immediate family members who experience
severe mental illness and estrangement from
each other, also identified this sense of resil-
ience after describing a near-death accident
and hospitalization caused by her sister when
she crashed into Isabella while riding a jet ski.
Isabella explained how this experience
informed her motivation to pursue her purpose
to help other families in psychology because
this incident led to a closer relationship with
her sister and increased strength following her
physical recovery. She reflected: 

I recovered, it was more my relationship with [Sis-
ter’s name (redacted)] that I had to get back, and
that taught me a lot about the importance of for-
giveness, too—the importance of family matters so
much.… I’d say the reason I have so much drive
today and I’ve so much motivation is because it
almost forces you, you know? To come back [from
a near-death accident] … in a way, I’m almost
grateful, what does not kill you makes you stron-
ger, and I wouldn’t change any of it to happen.

Isabella highlights that, although challenges
arose in rebuilding her relationship with her
sister following the accident, she ultimately
increased her motivation and resilience to con-
tinue with her life goals to support other fami-
lies’ healing in the way she was able to heal in
her relationship with her sister. 

Adaptation Through Adverse Experiences

Participants also used meaning-making to
adapt and redirect their sense of purpose when
their adverse experiences prevented them from
pursuing their original life goals. Such changes
led participants to develop increased flexibility
and perspective toward alternative pathways.
These changes reflect the meaning-making
process of accommodation, in which partici-
pants needed to change their understanding of
their global meaning and purpose as a result of
the new meaning they have found in their
adverse experience. For example, James, a
19-year-old White man who experienced a

severe injury to his knee in his first year,
entered college through Reserve Officers'
Training Corps because his purpose was to
“serve others.” This knee injury in his first
year forced him to redirect his purpose and rec-
ognize his strengths and passions elsewhere:

I kept telling myself like once I’m all healed up, I’ll
just rejoin the TC … and eventually I had to tell
myself, “There’s a reason you’re not doing this,”
so from then, that was probably last December give
or take, I’ve been trying to figure out what I actu-
ally do want to do. I don’t really know what I want
to do actually, but I know the theme to it—so I love
people, really interested in people, so I’ve been
actually teaching … I really love it, and plan on
doing Teach for America after my senior year. 

James’ injury forced him to evaluate his pur-
pose in ways he had not considered when he
started college. Although his desire to serve
others had not changed, he recognized that his
continued procrastination to return to the
ROTC and his recognition that his knee would
never fully recover were both signs that he
needed to do something else. He realized that
his personal purpose should be redirected and
adapted toward his skills and passions, which
were more suited for direct human services
career paths than serving in the military. 

Melissa also demonstrated adaptation and
redirection of her purpose after her best friend
suffered a catastrophic car accident in high
school that caused her to become paralyzed.
Melissa’s goal had been to become an archi-
tect, but after the accident, she redirected her
purpose to become a physical therapist as a
way of supporting her friend: 

[Becoming a physical therapist] became my new
goal because one day, I’m still hoping that I’m
going to be able to help her be able to walk again
… I was on the phone with her when she had her
accident, so I was living the accident with her, and
this became super important for me, so it’s kind of
my way to help her, so this is the biggest reason
why I want to do this.

Melissa’s purpose changed when she realized
that supporting her friend was a more import-
ant goal than her initial passion to become an
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architect. Because of this adverse experience,
Melissa adapted her purpose so that she could
support her friend through an adverse experi-
ence that impacted both of them. 

Persistence to Overcome
Barriers to Purpose

Last, participants’ experiences of mean-
ing-making resulted in a combination of per-
sistence and flexibility to overcome adversities
that could have become barriers to their pursuit
of purpose. Participants’ purpose helped them
recognize that pursuing their purpose required
both perseverance and a certain flexibility to
meet the requirements of various twists and
turns along their journeys. Anna, a
19-year-old, White and Native American
woman from a low-income rural community,
for example, highlighted that her personal
sense of purpose was to “make the world better
somehow” and make amazing people and
action “a little bit more visible.” She explained
that this sense of purpose helped her persist
through the poverty and bullying she experi-
enced during childhood in her hometown. She
emphasized this determination and persistence
toward her personal sense of purpose by
explaining her experience in a metaphor: 

Coming out of a lot of mess, I guess you could say
the start of my road was basically one big construc-
tion zone, and I’ve seen reasons to be afraid, and
I’ve seen reasons to give up, and they’re not worth
it. Especially when you got a whole big life out
there somewhere, and it comes from that, just not
willing to let that construction zone, not willing to
let the mess stop me. 

Anna highlighted how she remained persistent
in pursuing her purpose with the knowledge
that the potential barriers that come her way
are not enough to stop her and her desire to
help others. 

Participants also described how pursuing
purpose requires not only endurance, but also
flexibility as a way of adjusting from adverse
experiences toward relevant milestones for
their purpose. For example, when asked about

her purpose, Jessica, a 20-year-old adopted
Asian woman and first-generation student,
remarked, “I would love to be a pathologist.”
She described how this purpose was formed
because it was “just what [she] like[s] to do in
general.” However, Jessica noted how this pur-
pose was further strengthened after both of her
parents were diagnosed with cancer:

My parents came down with cancer, so I think that
really confused me in the beginning, but in the long
run, I guess it strengthens me and helps me find
purpose as well just because I helped my mom with
a lot of house chores, stuff like that, taking care of
my siblings… [and it taught me] how to rely on
God more and so, but yeah in the long run it really
helped me.

Jessica emphasized her Christian faith as
well as her own flexibility with supporting the
family needs when both her parents were sick.
Supporting her parents during this time deep-
ened her existing passion for medical studies
as well as nurturing experience, which enabled
her to increase motivation toward her specific
purpose to become a doctor. 

Meaning-Making Outcomes

Participants highlighted how adverse expe-
riences helped them form their identified pur-
pose based on several meaning-making
processes. In particular, three subthemes
reflect the meaning-making outcomes of par-
ticipants who formed their purpose out of
adversity: (1) renewed appreciation and per-
spective on relationships and life experiences,
(2) redefined prosocial direction, and (3) cen-
tralization of purpose around adverse experi-
ences. All three themes demonstrated typical
prevalence.

Renewed Appreciation and Outlook
on Relationships and Life Experiences

Participants highlighted how their purpose
was strengthened when their perspectives had
changed following adverse experiences.
Meaning-making, especially in relation to par-
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ticipants’ beyond-the-self intentions, was
reported as producing an increase of critical
consciousness and overall appreciation of
resources and relationships in the context of
their personal life and social context. This out-
come highlights the aspects of acquired wis-
dom and appreciation of life that have been
noted to be results of meaning-making follow-
ing adversity (Calhoun et al., 2010). Isabella
aspired to become a family psychologist
because she wanted to support families who
struggled with mental illness and trauma. She
noted that she has been able to develop insight
on the significance of this role from her family
experience as well as the near-death accident
with her sister. She reflected on how she devel-
oped purpose following this accident. In par-
ticular, she felt that this traumatic event gave
her the characteristics to become a psycholo-
gist. She emphasized: 

I think if I didn’t have that ski accident... I
wouldn’t have as much empathy, and I wouldn’t
have as much insight to people that are really strug-
gling, so once again that’s why I want to be a psy-
chologist. I find if someone is having a tough day,
my friends are struggling… I feel that in [sic] many
levels that no one fully understands.

Isabella’s near-death experience and rehabili-
tation process highlighted a renewed apprecia-
tion and insight for her relationships and her
life experiences. They enabled her to feel
empathy that she hoped to utilize in her work
in the future as a psychologist. 

Charlotte, a 21-year-old White woman who
was raised in an urban, low-income, and pre-
dominantly Black and Latino community also
exemplified the way adverse experiences pro-
vided relevant and distinct for participants’
achieving their purpose. In particular, Char-
lotte highlighted how her experience attending
an urban high school and witnessing systemic
racial and socioeconomic injustice, including
in the context of privilege as a White student
despite being in the racial minority at her
school, informed her pursuit in a career as a
teacher working in urban education settings.
This experience in urban education felt espe-

cially salient to her in contrast to the predomi-
nantly White, affluent university that she was
attending. She noted her rationale for teaching
in urban settings, stating: 

It’s because I’ve seen it and I went through it. I
know exactly what happens. I know how racial
injustice can exist even when a school is predomi-
nantly Black and Latino, which is absolutely crazy
to me... I just can use what I did and what I saw and
what I actually experienced in my past to fuel what
I’m gonna do in my future and be effective at that.

Charlotte emphasized how her passion for
urban education was informed by her personal
experience in high school, especially in com-
parison to her undergraduate life. She noted
how her personal witness to racial injustice
during high school made her distinctly moti-
vated to support students in urban settings. 

Redefined Prosocial Direction

Throughout the study, participants rede-
fined the scope of their prosocial engagement
or benefit to others. They allowed relation-
ships and communities to transform their worl-
dview and how they planned to serve others.
Such redefinition in their prosocial direction
also informed how they identified and pursued
their sense of purpose. For example, Rosa, an
18-year-old African American Latina woman
and first-generation college student, wanted to
complete her college degree to fulfill a wish
for her father, who was elderly and dying of
terminal illness. Rosa explained how support-
ing her father’s dream motivated her to con-
tinue her pursuit of becoming a nurse despite
her academic setbacks and grief over his
declining health. She explained how his wish
gave her a new motivation to pursue her pur-
pose, stating:

I don’t know where it came from, but I just woke
up and I decided that I wanted to do this for my
father because none of his children have college
degrees.… So, for me, it’s my dad, and I want to
say it’s the last wish I could grant him before he
passes on. He has cancer and he’s only progres-
sively getting worse. For now, he’s fine but, it’s so
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my Dad can see me walk down the graduation aisle
and to see that smile.

Obtaining this college degree was motivated
by far more than personal success, but by ful-
filling his dream of seeing her graduate. 

Adverse experiences also served as an
opportunity to redirect prosocial intentions
based on experiences that would not have
occurred otherwise. For example, Rebecca, an
18-year-old White woman who was raised in a
low-income rural community, highlighted how
she decided to become a physical therapist in
response to learning about the work of physi-
cal therapists following a major injury. She
described: 

In high school, I pulled my quad, so I had to go to
physical therapy for that, and just seeing what they
do, and seeing all the people that were in there and
how they helped them, it just really made me want
to be able to help somebody like that, like they do. 

Rebecca identified how the response and
recovery process following her leg injury
resulted in a driven goal to support others who
would also need support following major
physical injuries, which was a career pathway
that she had not even considered before her
injury.

Centralization of Purpose
Around Adverse Experiences

Some participants also demonstrated how
they were able to make meaning out of their
experience through centering their purpose on
their adverse experience and extending their
support to others who have shared in it. As a
result of meaning-making, this centralization
of purpose around adverse experiences reflects
how participants utilized meaning-making to
determine the comprehensibility and signifi-
cance of adverse experiences as they relate to
their pursuit of purpose. For example, Laura,
an 18-year-old White woman who struggled
with an anxiety disorder that inhibited her
daily functioning, highlighted how her purpose
to become a mental health counselor was

directly tied to her own experiences with men-
tal illness. She reflected her motivation for
purpose with the statement, “You don’t want
anyone else to feel like that, y’know?” Here,
Laura recounted her struggles with anxiety
during her transition to college and how she
recognized her desire to support others in the
way her own counselor supported her. 

Another example of such centralization of
purpose is Kiara, an 18-year-old Black woman
who was raised in a single-parent household.
Kiara’s purpose was to enter into the entertain-
ment and entrepreneurship worlds as a way of
increasing representation and voices of Afri-
can American women like herself. She
described her commitment to this purpose as
related to her identity as an African American
woman, as well as to her desire to help those
who have experienced racist, colorist, and sex-
ist discrimination similar to her own: 

Having an African American mom who’s a com-
pletely different complexion than me [and] seeing
the differential treatment simply because she’s
lighter has had an effect on me, as well as seeing
the difference between how she’s treated and my
grandmother’s treated, who’s a very dark-skinned
woman. So, seeing those struggles make me want
to help other African American women, and
women in general, because women are overlooked
a lot. [I want to] help aid in that and bridge that gap
for African American women and just help. I just
want to help.

Although she described various challenges
associated with her racial identity, Kiara’s
hardships have motivated her to support fellow
African American women in increasing their
representation in entertainment and entrepre-
neurship. 

DISCUSSION

Given that each participant was able to identify
at least one meaning-making process and one
meaning-making outcome, the present study
highlights how (1) a previous sense of purpose
was used to inform how participants would
make meaning out of adversity, and (2) a sense
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of purpose was formed out of making meaning
from adversity. The study’s findings are con-
sistent with other research on how students
develop purpose as a result of adverse experi-
ences (Kashdan & McKnight, 2009). In partic-
ular, the results affirm key connections
between concepts of meaning-making and pur-
pose that have been previously suggested in
literature (Malin et al., 2019), with a greater
focus on the specific relations that can be
observed between purpose and meaning-
making during adverse experiences. Such con-
nections between meaning-making and pur-
pose can provide insight into the ways young
people develop resilience, seek opportunity,
and grow from their experiences of adversity.
In particular, understanding the relations
between purpose and meaning-making can
inform how meaning-making can be utilized to
support purpose development and purpose
commitment in college students who have
faced or are facing adversity. It is important to
note that the participants in this study identi-
fied developmental assets, for example, their
sustained enthusiasm (i.e., passion) and sup-
portive figures (i.e., people), that were integral
to their purpose development and most likely
aided their abilities to effectively respond to
adverse experiences. Interestingly, the partici-
pants in this study identified adverse experi-
ences as significant experiences that shaped or
influenced their purpose. It denotes the possi-
bility that, upon reflection, participants identi-
fied specific adverse experiences as
opportunities for growth connected to their
purpose.

Participants identified that a sense of pur-
pose guided their process of meaning-making,
helping them reflect on moments when they
were resilient, adaptive, and persistent. When
adversities occurred in their lives, participants
were able to remain steadfast and resilient
because of the purpose they found in looking
toward a potential future beyond their present
and previous challenges. This motivation
toward a better future reflects the clarity in
moving toward one’s goals that is characteris-
tic of purpose and its development (George &

Park, 2016). Such a clarity is likely refined
through meaning-making processes that help
students consider the significance and strength
of their purpose to overcome and grow from
adverse experiences (George & Park, 2016;
Lachnit et al., 2020). These results also con-
firm ideas posited in previous research about
how purposeful youth learn to endure and
overcome adversity by using their purpose to
give them a source of strength, motivation, and
meaning (Gutowski et al., 2018; Malin et al.,
2019; Sumner et al., 2018). Furthermore, an
existing purpose informed how participants
would assimilate their adverse experiences
into a meaningful part of their continuing path
and pursuit of their purpose, such as in
Melissa’s increased motivation to focus on her
next goals following her grandfather’s death
(Park, 2010). Within the study’s sample, pur-
pose enhanced the resilience and ability to
make meaning through assimilation during and
following adversity.

When participants were faced with adver-
sity that created unprecedented and unavoid-
able barriers (e.g., loss, illness, injuries)
against their future goals and sense of purpose,
they learned how to continue their purpose by
adapting it to potential alternatives for achiev-
ing future goals. James, for example, redi-
rected his professional goals and purpose to
accommodate new realizations and limitations
following his knee injury. He had not changed
his purpose but learned to adapt it to the forced
change his injury caused. Students recognized
their barriers as signs for new opportunities to
pursue their purpose, even when such consid-
erations were not part of their original plans for
their futures. 

The adaptation of purpose to inevitable cir-
cumstances was a process of increasing the
ubiquity of purpose in their lives (Sumner et
al., 2018) even when they could no longer pur-
sue the same goals or career path they had
intended to pursue before their adverse experi-
ences. It highlights the process of accommoda-
tion, a known facet of meaning-making (Park,
2010), which suggests that openness to new
roles and responsibilities is a positive potential
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outcome following adversity (Calhoun et al.,
2010). This adaptation to adverse experiences
and ingenuity is an important quality of pur-
pose because it enables individuals to redirect
and redefine their goals or actions despite set-
backs that arise in pursuing purpose (George &
Park, 2016; Yeager, et al., 2014). In the pro-
cess of forced exploration about new potential
purpose pathways, participants changed exist-
ing ideas about themselves and their futures to
fit new information and realities following
adverse experiences. 

Participants also utilized meaning-making
during and after adverse experiences to remain
determined and flexible as means of actively
motivating and achieving goals toward pur-
pose despite potential barriers that would have
set them back. This process was heavily influ-
enced by an understanding of one’s propensi-
ties, which includes relevant strengths and
skills to pursue one’s purpose (Liang, White &
Mousseau et al, 2017). Such persistence to
overcome these barriers suggests that purpose
can inform deliberate meaning-making pro-
cessing, in which participants actively address
adverse experiences with their sense of com-
mitment toward a purpose in life beyond their
present circumstances (Malin et al., 2019;
Park, 2010). Active persistence to overcome
barriers to purpose, when possible, enabled
participants to strengthen their sense of pur-
pose and drive their meaning-making pro-
cesses toward supporting their purpose and its
potential pathways for overcoming the barriers
they faced and foresaw.

In exploring meaning-making outcomes,
participants identified several ways to create
meaning from adverse experiences that
resulted in the formation of a new sense of pur-
pose. Consistent with previous literature
(Lachnit et al., 2020; Park, 2010), the present
study found that participants utilized mean-
ing-making to form purpose through the devel-
opment of insight, discovery of how they want
to help others, and commitment to the signifi-
cance of their impact in supporting those who
have experienced similar adversities. One such
outcome was a renewed outlook and apprecia-

tion for their present experiences and relation-
ships. This expressed perspective and
appreciation is consistent with literature that
reports how many college students view stress-
ful events to be turning points or opportunities
for wisdom (Jayawickreme et al., 2017). 

Previous literature has also documented
individuals’ increased appreciation for life fol-
lowing hardship (Calhoun et al., 2010). Partic-
ipants reported a similar shift in perspective,
expressing gratitude for their life experiences
and the people in their life that emerged from
meaning-making. Additionally, participants’
appreciation of existing social supports and
relationships is consistent with research find-
ings on adolescents’ sources of social support
(Gutowski et al., 2018). These relations also
may serve as motivators for a prosocial pur-
pose orientation in line with existing research
demonstrating that personal relationships
shape a sense of social responsibility
(Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015). Through
self-reflection, participants came to understand
and appreciate their own resilience, resources,
and privilege, and social support systems as a
result of persevering and overcoming the cir-
cumstances of their adversity.

Literature also suggests that individuals
may adapt to new roles and responsibilities
following a traumatic experience (Calhoun et
al., 2010). Participants in the current study
experienced a similar outcome following
adversity, as they redefined what it meant for
them to benefit others with their purpose (i.e.,
redefined prosocial direction). The process of
this change in purpose can be conceptualized
within the framework of the four Ps of purpose
development (Liang, White & Mousseau et al.,
2017). Two Ps in particular relate to this pro-
cess of redefined prosocial direction: partici-
pants’ purpose was transformed through
relationships and communities (i.e., people);
and they were driven by a desire to make a pos-
itive contribution to others (i.e., prosocial ben-
efits). The current findings are also consistent
with previous literature that suggests that
youth have an increased prosocial orientation
following adversity (Hill et al., 2014). This
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finding confirms the ways prosocial direction
and purpose can be developed through adverse
experiences, especially when students are able
to realize from such events how they can make
a difference in other’s lives.

Another meaning-making process that
arose in the findings was the centralization of
purpose around adverse experiences. Many
participants committed their purpose to help-
ing others who have experienced the same or
similar adversities to themselves. Such a pro-
cess reflects how meaning-making serves an
important role in directing one’s purpose
toward and around one’s adverse experiences
as a means of growth and other-oriented
impact. When participants referenced how
their personal adversities informed the devel-
opment of their purpose, they were able to
appreciate their experiences and their present
moments more than if they had not gone
through those experiences (Groleau et al.,
2013). Additionally, many participants voiced
how they focused around their adverse experi-
ences in their purpose so that others who are
currently facing similar experiences could
have support and future opportunities they
might not have received. These intentions
reflect participants’ prosocial orientation as
they develop purpose around hardships they
have faced (Kashdan & McKnight, 2009;
Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015). Participants’
reflection on their adverse experiences also
seems to indicate that their adversity can create
comprehensible and significant meaning to
their purpose that motivates them to help oth-
ers based on their own experiences of over-
coming that adversity. 

In all, the theme of meaning-making pro-
cesses reflected how purpose informed mean-
ing-making processes to help understand and
overcome adverse experiences, whereas the
theme of meaning-making outcomes reflected
how participants developed new purpose from
their adverse experiences. The relations
between purpose and meaning-making seem to
mutually influence one another. When partici-
pants either used purpose to inform
meaning-making, or meaning-making to form

purpose, their reflections of adverse experi-
ences suggested that the two processes are
connected and inform each other in partici-
pants’ understanding of their journey to their
purpose and where they hope to go in the
future. Purpose seems to serve as a guide for
how meaning is constructed, and mean-
ing-making appears pivotal to enabling partic-
ipants to strengthen, explore, and redefine their
purpose. 

Strengths, Limitations,
and Further Directions

This study makes an important contribution
to purpose literature, as it incorporates the
meaning-making framework to inform under-
lying processes of how purpose can emerge
from adverse experiences among college stu-
dents. In particular, the findings shed light on
how purpose develops from adversity, as well
as on how college students gain fresh and
adaptive perspectives on their experiences of
adversity through their purpose. By bridging
the concepts of meaning-making and purpose,
this study provides a sense of college students’
agency and resiliency in the face of adversity. 

It is important to note several limitations to
the findings of this study. First, the sample
lacked racial, gender, and socioeconomic
diversity. A predominantly female sample can
be a limitation because female college students
may leverage developmental assets (e.g., sup-
portive figures, university resources) differ-
ently from those with other gender identities
(e.g., male, gender nonconforming) in
response to adversity or their purpose develop-
ment (King et al., 2005; Liang et al., 2018).
Spencer et al., 2018) Further research is
needed on the experiences of other genders.
All participants attended private undergradu-
ate institutions; further research is needed to
explore how purpose develops in students
attending other types of institutions, including
public universities, community colleges, and
vocational schools as well as same-aged peo-
ple who do not attend college. These other
institutions and settings might vary from pri-
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vate colleges due to their cultural environ-
ments as well as the resources and
opportunities available for emerging adults to
identify and explore their purpose (Kenny et
al., 2019). More research also needs to be done
on populations of college students of different
racial backgrounds and socioeconomic sta-
tuses beyond White and middle-class students,
as research has identified how these students
can utilize their experiences and identities as
marginalized populations in distinct ways from
their White peers in developing purpose
(Bronk et al., 2020; Malin et al., 2019). Addi-
tionally, it is important to recognize that the
study sample is limited in generalizing its find-
ings beyond students in psychology and educa-
tion-related fields, as students in this sample
are likely informed by their learning oriented
around human services. Therefore, future
research should consider students in other
fields of study to consider their sense of pur-
pose in the context of their college education. 

The current study examined adversity as a
broad construct. Further research is needed to
explore how less intense daily stressors versus
traumatic experiences influence adolescents’
meaning-making processes and purpose devel-
opment. Additionally, further research about
purpose and adverse experiences should be
explored through longitudinal studies, as pur-
pose is an enduring intention that cannot be
fully explored within the constraints of a
cross-sectional study. There were also limita-
tions to the Method. In particular, the exemplar
methodology can be limited because it lacks the
perspectives of those who do not identify a
sense of purpose, which could be important in
identifying other pathways for coping with
adverse experiences when one does not have
purpose (Gutowski et al., 2018). Additionally,
as a qualitative study, the findings are based on
the subjective experiences of participants,
rather than exploring external factors that
inform outcomes of meaning-making from
adverse experiences beyond what participants
report (Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2017). Future
studies therefore should consider the role in
which sampling recruitment and quantitative

measurement can further inform the relation
among meaning-making, adverse experiences,
and purpose development. Future studies
exploring purpose and adversity should also
specifically explore the role of developmental
assets, in informing purpose development and
meaning-making processes, as this study
lacked exploration of these direct connections. 

CONCLUSION

In summary, findings revealed that purpose
development and meaning-making can be over-
lapping processes that may help individuals fol-
lowing adversity. This sample of college
students persisted through adversity with pur-
pose as their guide and often had to be flexible
and creative in working toward their goals. Par-
ticipants recognized barriers as opportunities
for growth, and also oriented their purpose pro-
socially around helping others who experi-
enced similar barriers. These emerging adults
demonstrated persistence and flexibility as they
sought to make meaning out of their challeng-
ing experiences and reported a renewed grati-
tude for their relationships and experiences.
This study provides rich insight into the inter-
connected processes of meaning-making and
purpose development among college students. 

REFERENCES

Adelabu, D. H. (2008). Future time perspective,
hope, and ethnic identity among African Ameri-
can adolescents. Urban Education, 43(3), 347–
360. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0042085907311806

Arnett, J. J. (2014). Emerging adulthood: The wind-
ing road from that late teens through the early
twenties (2nd ed.). Oxford University Press.

Blattner, M. C., Liang, B., Lund, T., & Spencer, R.
(2013). Searching for a sense of purpose: The
role of parents and effects on self-esteem among
female adolescents. Journal of Adolescence,
36(5), 839–848. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ado-
lescence.2013.06.008

Bowen, G. A. (2006). Grounded theory and sensitiz-
ing concepts. International Journal of Qualita-

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​jced/​article-pdf/​18/​2/​1/​11630232/​jced-11-2023-0002en.​pdf by guest on 15 August 2026



18 Journal of Character Education Vol. 18, No. 2, 2022

IAP PROOFS

© 2023

tive Methods, 12–23. https://doi.org/10.1177/
160940690600500304

Bronk, K. C. (2011). The role of purpose in life in
healthy identity formation: A grounded model.
New Directions for Youth Development,
2011(132), 31–44. https://doi.org/10.1002/
yd.426

Bronk, K. C., & Finch, W. H. (2010). Adolescent
characteristics by type of long-term aim in life.
Applied Developmental Science, 14, 35–44.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690903510331

Bronk, K. C., Mitchell, C., Hite, B., Mehoke, S. &
Cheung, R. (2020). Purpose among youth from
low-income backgrounds: A mixed methods
investigation. Child Development. https://
doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13434

Brown, W. T., & Jones, J. M. (2004). The substance
of things hoped for: A study of the future orien-
tation, minority status perceptions, academic
engagement, and academic performance of
Black high school students. Journal of Black
Psychology, 30(2), 248–273. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0095798403260727

Burrow, A. L., O’Dell, A. C., & Hill, P. L. (2009).
Profiles of a developmental asset: Youth pur-
pose as a context for hope and well-being. Jour-
nal of Youth and Adolescence, 39(11). 1265–
1273. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10964-009-9481-1

Calhoun, L. G., Tedeschi, R. G., Cann, A., & Hanks,
E. A. (2010). Positive outcomes following
bereavement: Paths to posttraumatic growth.
Psychologica Belgica, 50(1–2), 125–143. https:/
/doi.org/10.5334/pb-50-1-2-125

Damon, W., Menon, J., & Bronk, K. C. (2003). The
development of purpose during adolescence.
Applied Developmental Science, 7(3), 119–128.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532480xads0703_2

George, L. S., & Park, C. L. (2016). Meaning in life
as comprehension, purpose, and mattering:
Toward integration and new research questions.
Review of General Psychology, 20(3), 205–220.

Gillies, J., Neimeyer, R. A., & Milman, E. (2014).
The meaning of loss codebook: Construction of
a system for analyzing meanings made in
bereavement. Death Studies, 38(4), 207–216.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2013.829367

Godfrey, E. B., & Cheng, H. S. (2016). The kids are
all right? Income inequality and civic engage-
ment among our nation’s youth. Journal of
Youth and Adolescence, 45(11), 2218–2232.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0557-4

Gutowski, E., White, A.E., Liang, B., Diamonti,
A.J., & Berado, D. (2018) How stress influences
purpose development: The importance of social
support. Journal of Adolescent Research, 33(5),
571–597. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0743558417737754

Groleau, J. M., Calhoun, L. G., Cann, A., & Tedes-
chi, R. G. (2013). The role of centrality of events
in posttraumatic distress and posttraumatic
growth. Psychological Trauma: Theory,
Research, Practice, and Policy, 5(5), 477–483.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028809

Halama, P., & Dedová, M. (2007). Meaning in life
and hope as predictors of positive mental health:
Do they explain residual variance not predicted
by personality traits? Studia Psychologica,
49(3), 191–200. 

Hill, C. E., Knox, S., Thompson, B. J., Williams, E.
N., Hess, S. A., & Ladany, N. (2005). Consen-
sual qualitative research: An update. Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 52(2), 196–205. https://
doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.196

Hill, N. E., Liang, B., Bravo, D. Y., Price, M., Polk,
W., Perella, J., & Savitz-Romer, M. (2018).
Adolescents’ perceptions of the economy: Its
association with academic engagement and the
role of school-based and parental relationships.
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 47(5), 895–
915.

Hill, P., Sumner, R., & Burrow, A. L. (2014) Under-
standing the pathways to purpose: Examining
personality and well-being correlates across
adulthood, The Journal of Positive Psychology,
9(3), 227–234. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17439760.2014.888584

Hill, C. E., Thompson, B. J., & Williams, E. N.
(1997). A guide to conducting consensual quali-
tative research. The Counseling Psychologist,
25(4), 517–572. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0011000097254001

Jayawickreme, E., Brocato, N. W., & Blackie, L. E.
R. (2017). Wisdom gained? Assessing relation-
ships between adversity, personality and
well-being among a late adolescent sample.
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 46(6), 1179–
1199. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10964-017-0648-x

Joseph, S., & Linley, P. A. (2005). Positive adjust-
ment to threatening events: An organismic valu-
ing theory of growth through adversity. Review
of General Psychology, 9, 262–280.

Kashdan, T., & McKnight, P. (2009). Origins of
purpose in life: Refining our understanding of a

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​jced/​article-pdf/​18/​2/​1/​11630232/​jced-11-2023-0002en.​pdf by guest on 15 August 2026



Purpose in the Face of Adversity 19

IAP PROOFS

© 2023

life well lived. Psychological Topics, 18(2),
303–316. 

Kenny, M. E., Liang, B., Blustein, D. L., Konowitz,
L., Meerkins, T., White, A., Medvide, M. B.,
Gao, X., & Shuqom, A. (2019). Coping with
uncertainty: Cultivating a sense of purpose
among youth through innovations in work-based
learning experiences. In J. G. Maree (Ed.),
Handbook of innovative career counseling (pp.
335–355). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/
978-3-030-22799-9_19

King, P., Dowling, E., Oakes Mueller, R., White,
K., Schultz, W., Osborn, P., Dickerson, E.,
Bobek, D., Lerner, R., Benson, P., & Scales, P.
(2005). Thriving in adolescence: The voices of
youth-serving practitioners, parents, and early
and late Adolescents. Journal of Early Adoles-
cence, 25, 94–112. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0272431604272459

Klein, T., Liang, B., Sepulveda, J., & White, A.
(2019). MPOWER: An evidence-based youth
purpose program. Journal of Character Educa-
tion, 15(2), 103–113.

Kopacz, M. S., Lockman, J., Lusk, J., Bryan, C. J.,
Park, C. L., Sheu, S. C., & Gibson, W. C. (2019).
How meaningful is meaning-making? New Ideas
in Psychology, 54, 76–81.

Lachnit, I., Park, C. L., & George, L. S. (2020). Pro-
cessing and resolving major life stressors: An
examination of meaning-making strategies.
Cognitive Therapy and Research, 44(5), 1015–
1024. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-
020-10110-7

Liang, B., Lund, T., Mousseau, A., White, A. E.,
Spencer, R., & Walsh, J. (2018). Adolescent
girls finding purpose: The role of parents and
prosociality. Youth & Society, 50(6), 801–817.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X17697850

Liang, B., White, A., Rhodes, H., Strodel, R.,
Gutowski, E., DeSilva Mousseau, A. M., &
Lund, T. J. (2017). Pathways to purpose among
impoverished youth from the Guatemala City
Dump community. Community Psychology in
Global Perspective, 3(2), 1–21. https://doi.org/
10.1285/I24212113V3I2P1

Liang, B., White, A., Mousseau, A. M. D., Hasse,
A., Knight, L., Berado, D., & Lund, T. J. (2017).
The four P’s of purpose among college bound
students: People, propensity, passion, prosocial
benefits. The Journal of Positive Psychology,
12(3), 281–294. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17439760.2016.1225118

Linley, A., & Joseph, S (2004). Positive change fol-
lowing trauma and adversity: A review. Journal
of Traumatic Stress, 17(1), 11–21. https://
doi.org/10.1023/B:JOTS.0000014671.27856.7e 

Lund, T. J., Liang, B., Konowitz, L., White, A. E.,
& DeSilva Mousseau, A. (2019). Quality over
quantity? Mentoring relationships and purpose
development among college students. Psychol-
ogy in the Schools, 56(9), 1472–1481.

Malin, H., Liauw, I., & Damon, W. (2017). Purpose
and character development in early adolescence.
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 46(6), 1200–
1215. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-
0642-3

Malin, H., Morton, E., Nadal, A., & Smith, K. A.
(2019). Purpose and coping with adversity: A
repeated measures, mixed-methods study with
young adolescents. Journal of Adolescence, 76,
1–11. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence
.2019.07.015

Malin, H., Reilly, T. S., Quinn, B., & Moran, S.
(2014). Adolescent purpose development:
Exploring empathy, discovering roles, shifting
priorities, and creating pathways. Journal of
Research on Adolescence, 24(1), 186–199.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12051

Park, C. L. (2010). Making sense of the meaning lit-
erature: An integrative review of meaning mak-
ing and its effects on adjustment to stressful life
events. Psychological Bulletin, 136(2), 257–301.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018301

Park, C. L., & Ai, A. L. (2006). Meaning making
and growth: New directions for research on sur-
vivors of trauma. Journal of Loss and Trauma,
11(5), 389–407. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15325020600685295

Pfund, G. N., Bono, T. J., & Hill, P. L. (2020). A
higher goal during higher education: The power
of purpose in life during university. Translational
Issues in Psychological Science, 6(2), 97–106.

Spencer, R., Walsh, J., Liang, B., Mousseau, A. M.
D., & Lund, T. J. (2018). Having it All? A qual-
itative examination of affluent adolescent girls’
perceptions of stress and their quests for success.
Journal of Adolescent Research, 33(1), 3–33.
https://doi.org/ 10.1177/0743558416670990

Steger, M. F., Frazier, P., Oishi, S., & Kaler, M.
(2006). The meaning in life questionnaire:
Assessing the presence of and search for mean-
ing in life. Journal of Counseling Psychology,
53(1), 80–93. https://doi.org/10.1037/
0022-0167.53.1.80

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​jced/​article-pdf/​18/​2/​1/​11630232/​jced-11-2023-0002en.​pdf by guest on 15 August 2026



20 Journal of Character Education Vol. 18, No. 2, 2022

IAP PROOFS

© 2023

Suárez-Orozco, C., Hernández, M. G., & Casanova,
S. (2015). “It’s sort of my calling”: The civic
engagement and social responsibility of Latino
immigrant-origin young adults. Research in
Human Development, 12(1–2), 84–99. https://
doi.org/10.1080/15427609.2015.1010350

Sumner, R., Burrow, A. L., & Hill, P. L. (2018). The
development of purpose in life among adoles-
cents who experience marginalization: Potential
opportunities and obstacles. The American Psy-
chologist, 73(6), 740–752. https://doi.org/
10.1037/amp0000249

Tracy, S. J. (2010). Qualitative quality: Eight
“big-tent” criteria for excellent qualitative

research. Qualitative Inquiry, 16(10). https://
doi.org/10.1177/1077800410383121

Yeager, D. S., Henderson, M. D., Paunesku, D.,
Walton, G. M., D’Mello, S., Spitzer, B. J., &
Duckworth, A. L. (2014). Boring but important:
A self-transcendent purpose for learning fosters
academic self-regulation. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 107(4), 559–580. https:/
/doi.org/10.1037/a0037637

Yukhymenko-Lescroart, M. A., & Sharma, G.
(2020). Sense of purpose and progress towards
degree in freshman college students. Journal of
College Student Retention: Research, Theory &
Practice, 25(1), 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1521025120975134

APPENDIX A:
SEMISTRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

With your permission I’d like to record our conversation. Is it ok with you for me to turn the recorder
on now? [Once the recorder is on, state that it is so that the recording reflects that the participant
was aware the conversation is being recorded.] Some people talk about having a sense of purpose.
Purpose can be described as a long-term, big picture goal/passion—something you want to do or be
one day that’s very meaningful to you. You might think of it as similar to a life dream that you have.
In our study, we are thinking of purpose this way: purpose is a stable desire to achieve something
that is important to you, and that you believe will make a difference in the world. You can see evi-
dence of purpose in a person’s life by the activities that they choose to do over time. These activities
have to do with trying to reach this long-term goal. Does that make sense? Do you have any ques-
tions? [If students ask for an example, give them a couple different examples (i.e., parent, historical
figures, etc.).] 

• Do you have a sense of purpose? Or a passion? 
• What is your purpose?
• When did this purpose become important to you?
• What about this purpose makes you excited? WHY this?

Time Frame Primary Question Follow-Up Questions

Future Where are you 
going in your life?

• What is your big picture goal/purpose for this year and next year? What about the 
next 5 years?

• What is your big picture goal/purpose for your life as an adult?
Why are you going 
where you are 
going?

• Why is that long-term purpose or goal important to you? 
• What do you think is important about your long-term purpose/goal?
• Is it helping you to achieve other goals along the way?
• Is your chosen purpose/goal personally meaningful to you?

How did you figure 
out where you are 
going?

• Are there certain people that helped you determine where you are going? Who are 
those people?

• Were there certain experiences that help you decide where you are going? What are 
those experiences?

• Are there certain people that have (or tried to) gotten in your way of figuring out 
where you are going? 

• Were there certain experiences that have (or tried to) gotten in your way of figuring 
where you are going? 
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How will you get 
where you are 
going?

• Are there certain people that you think will be important in helping you get where 
you are going? How will they help? What role will they play?

• Are there certain experiences that you think will be important in helping you get 
where you are going? How will they help? What role will they play?

• Do you think there are people who may get in your way? How?
• Do you think there might be experiences or circumstances that get in your way? How?

Present Where are you now 
in your life in 
relation to your 
pathway?

• Now that you have identified what purpose you want to pursue in life, tell me about 
where you currently see yourself on your path towards that purpose.

• Are you on track to reach that purpose? Are you worried you won’t be able to get there?
• Have you done things to help you get close to that purpose? Things to help you reach 

that purpose? 
• Is there more you could be doing to ensure you are able to fulfill your purpose?

What things are 
most important to 
you right now? 

• Why are those things so important?
• What role do they play in your life?

What strengths do 
you have that will 
help you reach your 
purpose? 

• What are your strengths? Why/how are they important?
• Where did your strengths come from?
• How will they help you on your path to purpose?

What important 
people are on your 
path to purpose right 
now? 

• Why are these people important?
• How do you know these people? How did you meet them?
• What role do they play in your life?
• How do you think they might contribute to your path to purpose?

What important 
experiences have 
you had recently 
that will help you 
achieve your 
purpose/reach your 
long-term goal?

• What were the experiences?
• Why were they important?
• How have they contributed to who you are now? 
• How will the experiences shape/contribute to your future purpose?

Past Where did your 
purpose come from? 

• Where were you 1 year ago?
• Where were you 2 years ago? 5 years ago?

What things were 
most important to 
you in the past? 

• Why were those things so important?
• What role did they play in your life?

What strengths did 
you have that have 
gotten you to where 
you are? 

• What were your strengths 1 year ago? How about 5 years ago?
• Why/how were they important?
• How have they helped you to get where you are today?

What important 
people have gotten 
you to where you 
are today? 

• Why were these people important?
• How did you know these people? How did you meet them?
• What role did they play in your life?
• How do you think they got you to where you are today?

What important 
experiences did you 
have that got you to 
where you are 
today?

• What were the experiences? Why were they important?
• How did they contribute to who you were then? How about who you are now? 
• How did the experiences impact where you are today?
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