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Üniversite öğrencilerinde algılanan yaşamda anlamın duyuşsal ve motivasyonel 

yordayıcıları 
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Abstract 

Meaning in life has been associated with well-being, optimal functioning, and positive psychotherapeutic 

outcomes. Meaning is best understood in terms of relationships between its three different structural components: 

cognitive, affective, and motivational. Using Reker and Wong’s (1988) model as theoretical background, the 

present study investigated the associations between trait affect, values structure, and sense of meaning. 

Participants included 383 college students from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds. Multiple regression 

analysis explored the associations between affect, value structure and sense of meaning. Results indicated affect 

and value structure were significant predictors of meaning, with positive affect being the strongest predictor. 

Results are consistent with third-wave cognitive-behavioral therapies (e.g., Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy) and their emphasis on positive emotional experiences and values as important to the development of 

meaning and well-being.  

Keywords: Meaning in life, values, trait affect, meaning process, meaningfulness  

Özet 

Yaşamın anlamı, iyi oluş, optimal işlevsellik ve pozitif psikoterapötik sonuçlarla ilişkilendirilmiştir. Anlam, 

bilişsel, duygusal ve motivasyonel olmak üzere üç farklı yapısal bileşen arasında en iyi ilişkiler açısından anlaşılır. 

Teorik arka plan olarak Reker ve Wong'un (1988) modelinin kullanıldığı bu çalışmada, karakter etkisi, değerler 

yapısı ve anlam algısı arasındaki ilişkiler incelenmiştir. Katılımcıları, farklı etnik ve dinsel gruplardan gelen 383 

üniversite öğrencisini oluşturmaktadır. Çalışmada çoklu regresyon analizi ile, duygu, değer yapısı ve anlam algısı 

arasındaki ilişkileri araştırılmıştır. Araştırma bulguları, duygu ve değer yapısının anlamın önemli yordayıcıları 

olduğunu ve olumlu duygunun en güçlü yordayıcı olduğunu ortaya koymuştur. Sonuçlar, üçüncü dalga bilişsel 

davranış terapileriyle (Kabullenme ve Gerçekleştirme Terapisi) tutarlı olup, anlam ve iyi oluşun gelişimi açısından 

önemli olduğundan olumlu duygusal deneyimler ve değerler vurgulanmıştır.  

Anahtar Kelimeler: Yaşamda anlam, değerler, karakter etkisi, anlam süreci, anlamlılık  
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Introduction 

The meaning construct has a long history in philosophy and phenomenological psychology as a 

relevant and necessary life component aimed at answering questions about existence, purpose and life 

itself (Frankl, 1962, 2006; Maddi, 1967; Maslow, 1968; Yalom, 1980). For the past two decades, the 

meaning construct has become increasingly relevant in empirical research particularly in terms of its 

association to well-being, optimal functioning, and positive psychotherapy outcomes (Hong, 2006; 

Reker, Peacock, & Wong, 1987; Ryff & Singer, 1998; Wong, 2012; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992).  

Using this meaning construct, there currently has been widespread research that supports the 

association between meaning and different mental health constructs such as depression, anxiety, hope, 

and life satisfaction (Kleftaras & Psarra, 2012; Mascaro & Rosen, 2008; Reker, et. al., 1987; Ryff, 

1989; Steger & Frazier, 2005). In addition, meaning has been found to be a predictor of well-being (Ju, 

Shin, Kim, Hyun, & Park, 2013; Wong, 1993; Zika & Chamberlain, 1987), a moderator to the effects 

of stress (Boyarz & Lightsey, 2012; Fife, 2005; Krause, 2007), a factor in the prevention of illness 

(Shek, 1992), a factor in coping with trauma (Davis, Wortman, Lehman & Silver, 2000; Emmonds & 

Hooker, 1992; Janoff-Bulman & Berg, 1998; Ulmer, Range & Smith, 1991), and a contributor to 

promote health behavior (Brassai, Piko, & Steger, 2011; Philips, Moc, Bopp, Dudgeon, & Hand, 2006; 

Westling, Garcia, & Mann, 2007). In contrast, deficits in meaning have been associated with 

psychopathology including neurosis, depression, suicidal behavior, drug abuse, and alcohol 

dependence (Harlow, Newcomb & Bentler, 1986; Maddi, 1967; Nicholson et al., 1994; Phillips, 1980; 

Ruffin, 1984; Vehling, Lehmann, Oechsle, Bokemeyer, Krull, Koch, et al., 2010; Waisberg & Porter, 

1994).   

Additionally, meaning is associated with positive psychotherapeutic outcomes in that it has been 

found to be strongly related to adjustment, successful coping with chronic illness (Lukas, 1998; Reig-

Ferrer, Arenas, Ferrer-Cascales, Fernandez-Pascual, Albaladejo-Blazquez, Gil, et al., 2012), and 

enhanced sense of responsibility (Wong, 2012). In a study with distressed patients receiving 

standardized, non - meaning centered psychotherapy, Debats (1996) found that individuals with higher 

levels of meaning profited from psychotherapy significantly more than those with lower meaning 

levels. Results showed that those patients with higher initial meaning levels experienced greater 

symptom relief, more positive emotions, greater degree of self-esteem, and a reduction in 

psychological distress. Given that meaning is a contributor to well-being and positive 

psychotherapeutic outcome, empirical research to identify affective and motivational factors that may 

enhance a sense of meaning is necessary.  

With regard to meaning, limited research has focused on identifying the conditions associated 

with  an individual’s perceptions that life is meaningful. Meaning is an abstract and complex construct 

that is hard to define; therefore, there is a lack of consistent, adequate and precise definitions of 

meaning. In addition, the number of valid and reliable measures to assess meaning is limited. More 

specifically, measures differ significantly on the aspects of meaning being assessed depending on 

different theoretical orientations. However, a recent trend is to define meaning as multidimensional 

(Baumaister, 1991; Reker & Wong, 1988; Thompson & Janigian, 1988) consisting of several 

components that are in constant interaction with each other (Reker & Wong, 1988).  

Theoretical Framework: Reker and Wong Model of Meaning 

Reker and Wong (1988) proposed a model that approaches meaning as a multidimensional construct 

with three mutually related components: a cognitive, a motivational and an affective component. In 

this model, the cognitive component of meaning refers to perceptions of life as meaningful along two 
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dimensions: sense of purpose and sense of coherence. A perception of purpose implies that an 

individual has life goals, as well as a mission and direction in life, which makes life worth living. A 

sense of coherence involves having an integrated and consistent understanding of self, others and life. 

In other words, while purpose provides a reason for living, coherence gives life consistency and order. 

When in combination, both of these constructs provide insight as to how individuals perceive their 

existence in terms of life mission and logic.  

The affective component of meaning refers to feelings of satisfaction and fulfillment with one’s 

life (Reker & Wong, 1988). The affective component is distinguished by positive feelings including 

satisfaction, happiness, and optimism; whereas, a poor affective component is manifested by feelings 

of dissatisfaction, unhappiness, depression and anxiety (Halama, 2005).  

Finally, the motivational component of meaning refers to sources from which individuals draw 

meaning in life (e.g., values, goals) (Reker & Wong, 1988). More specifically, it is having an adequate 

number of important values that are used as guiding principles to motivate behavior. A characteristic 

of a developed motivational component includes having a well-structured value system; whereas an 

underdeveloped motivational component means having a limited number of meaningful values 

(Halama, 2002).  Reker and Wong (1988) defined values as guides for living that are determined by 

one’s needs, beliefs and culture. Values dictate the goals one is to pursue and how to live one’s life 

(Hayes & Smith, 2005; Reker, 2000), and they may be studied in terms of density, breadth and/or 

content. Studies have found that regardless of their content or breadth, the overall density of value 

systems may be a better indicator of a well-structured value system (Debats, 2000). According to 

Reker (1996), density of values refers to having a large and diverse number of important values at a 

particular point in time. It is possible that due to the holistic evaluation of an individual’s value system, 

density of values may provide insight into some of the motivational factors that enhance sense of 

meaning.  

Reker and Wong’s (1988) model further suggested that meaning is experienced as a result of 

mutual interactions between its three components. Although the three components interact and provide 

feedback to each other, the cognitive component is emphasized as most important, because it facilitates 

the integration and processing of information that is paramount to the understanding and integration of 

human experience (Bering, 2003). From this perspective, it seems possible that an enhanced sense of 

meaning may result from the processing and integration of certain affective experiences and 

motivational cues.  

Frederickson (2002) investigated the association between affect and perceptions of meaning and 

suggested that perceiving life as meaningful influences how one feels, which influences how one 

perceives life. Extensive research has provided support to the cognitive enhancing effects of affect 

(Fredrickson, 1998; Frederickson, 2006; Isen, 1999). Positive affect has been found to facilitate 

creative problem solving (Isen, 1999), increase cognitive flexibility, facilitate the processing of new 

information (Fredrickson, 1998), foster attention (Frederickson, 2006), and facilitate global rather than 

local focus (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2004; Gasper & Clore, 2002; Kimchi & Palmer, 1982). From 

this perspective, if positive affect helps people think broadly, then it also may help broaden a person’s 

perspectives to better appreciate how different experiences give life purpose and coherence, which 

makes life meaningful. On the other hand, research has shown that negative emotions contribute to the 

narrowing of attention and analytical focus (Clore, 1994). Therefore, it may be possible that 

individuals experiencing a high degree of negative emotions (e.g., distress, fear) may have difficulty 

shifting their attention away from their mood and into other stimuli such as values or goals that could 

provide them with purpose, direction, and meaning. Prior research supports the association between 
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meaning and positive affect (Bower et al., 2005; Hicks, & King, 2007; King, Hicks, Krull & Del-

Gaiso, 2006), but little is known about the role of negative emotions on meaning-making.  

Furthermore, in terms of the association between motivational cues (value systems) and 

perceptions of meaning, motivated behavior is driven by cognitive representations of desired states 

aimed at satisfying particular needs (Emmons, 1997). In other words, behavior is motivated and guided 

by an individual’s perception of what is valuable and rewarding. From this perspective, it seems 

possible to suggest that value systems may provide cognitive frameworks to help identify, organize 

and prioritize that which is valuable and desirable, which then provides a guide to direct and/or 

motivate behavior that may be perceived as purposeful, coherent and meaningful.  

Finally, the association between affective experiences and motivational cues (value systems) is 

important. Numerous theories have suggested that positive affect facilitates approach behavior 

(Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999) and continued action (Carver & Scheier, 1990; Clore, 

1994). In terms of meaning, these theories suggest it is possible that affect, particularly positive 

emotions, may prompt individuals to engage with their environment in order to pursue meaningful 

values and attain significant goals (Carver & Schier, 1990, 1998; Koester, 2008; Moors & De Hower, 

2001). Moreover, Carver and Scheier (1990, 1998) have suggested that affect serves as feedback about 

a person’s progress in valued areas of life. That is, as individuals move towards the achievement of 

meaningful values and goals, it is possible that they will experience more lasting positive emotions. On 

the other hand, more negative emotions would be experienced when departing from one’s values and 

goals.  

Empirical research to better understand specific affective experiences and motivational cues 

associated with sense of meaning is scant. This may be due to the challenges involved in the empirical 

study of meaning (e.g., inconsistencies in defining the construct, lack of adequate measures), as well as 

the fact that the focus has been on studying its association to well-being rather than factors involved in 

meaning-making. Research to help identify specific affective and motivational factors associated with 

an enhanced sense of meaning would lead to refinements in the development of meaning-related 

assessments, as well as the improvement of effective interventions to enhance meaning and purpose in 

life (Auhagen, 2000). Further, it is also important to explore whether meaning is experienced similarly 

across ethnic groups. Frankl (2006) suggested that the experience of meaning is a universal process 

across ethnic and cultural divides. However, there is limited research exploring whether or not this is a 

universal process.  Therefore, research exploring ethnic differences in terms of sense of meaning is 

needed.  

The present study used Reker and Wong’s (1988) multidimensional model as theoretical 

background to investigate the association between the variables of meaning, including affective 

component (trait affect), motivational component (values structure) and cognitive component (sense of 

meaning), including the ability of trait affect and values structure to predict sense of meaning. The 

present study also aimed to explore the universality of meaning, which was examined by conducting a 

preliminary exploration of perceived meaning across ethnic groups, gender and religious affiliations.   

Method 

Participants  

Participants included 487 undergraduate college students enrolled at a large, metropolitan public 

university in the south. Participants were recruited via online, as well as in-person from university 

classes. Due to technical problems with the secure online database used to collect data, 104 

participants had more than 50% data missing. These participants were excluded from participation, and 
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383 participants were retained and included in this study. Table 1 summarizes demographic 

characteristics of this sample. 

Table 1. Study participant characteristics (N = 383) 

Age (M, SD) 

 

23.87  (4.2) 

 

Gender  N        % 

      % Female 243    (63.4) 

      % Male 

 
140    (36.6) 

Ethnicity   

      % Caucasian 140    (36.6) 

      % Asian 110    (28.7) 

      % Hispanic 64    (16.7) 

      % African American 53    (13.8) 

      % Other 

 
16    (4.2) 

Religion   

      % Christian 230   (60.1%) 

      % Non-Religious or Other  88   (23.0%) 

      % Islamic 28   (7.3%) 

       % Buddhist 21   (5.5%) 

      % Jewish    9  (2.3%) 

      % Hindu     7  (1.8%) 

Residency (N, %)  

     % Lived in US since birth 262 (68.3%) 

     % Lived in US for more than 10 yrs  75  (19.7%) 

     % Lived in US between 1 and 10 yrs  46  (12,0%) 

 

Procedure 

The present study consisted of a one-time online self-report assessment. Data were collected using a 

secured online database. To access the study, participants were given personalized links and ID 

numbers assigning them to one of three randomized conditions containing different orders of the 

measures used.  Upon accessing the link, participants were asked to check a box saying they have read 

and understand the informed consent. Once they agreed to participate, they completed the 

questionnaire.  If they did not consent to participate, the study ended. As compensation for 

participation, participants received course credit.  

Measures 

The participants were asked about basic demographic information, including age, gender, ethnicity, 

language, college year and department, grade point average, marital status, and religious preference. 

As mentioned previously, three components of meaning were measured.  These include affective 

component (trait affect), motivational component (value structure) and cognitive component (sense of 

meaning). 
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Cognitive Component: Sense of Meaning. 

The Personal Meaning Index (PMI; Reker, 1996) is one of the two composite scales of the Life 

Attitude Profile Revised (LAP-R), a multidimensional questionnaire to assess various meaning-related 

constructs.  The PMI is comprised of 16 items (8 assess purpose, 8 assess coherence), and participants 

rate responses on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). Test-

retest reliability is .90, and the internal consistency coefficients for the PMI range from .89 to .91 

across age groups and gender. In the current study, the Cronbach alpha coefficient was .87. The PMI 

demonstrates adequate validity (Reker, 2000).  

Motivational Component: Values Structure. 

The Sources of Meaning Profile-Revised (SOMP-R; Reker, 1992) is a questionnaire to assess values in 

terms of density, breadth and content.  It contains a list of 17 value categories that are rated on a 7-

point Likert scale from 1 (not at all meaningful) to 7 (extremely meaningful). For this study, an overall 

score was used to assess a more global concept of meaning. This is done by summing the ratings 

across items. Internal consistency coefficients range from .71 to .80. In this study, the Cronbach alpha 

coefficient was .83.  

Affective Component: Trait Affect. 

The Positive and Negative Affect Scale-Trait (PANAS; Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) is a 20-item 

questionnaire to assess trait affect (10 positive affectivity (PA) items and 10 negative affectivity (NA) 

items). Items are rated using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Two 

scores can be obtained: one for PA and one for NA. Internal consistency coefficients range from .84 to 

.90. In the current study, the Cronbach alpha coefficient was .89. Test-retest reliabilities range from .39 

to .71, with the higher coefficients reported for the longer durations. 

Results 

Analyses 

Preliminary analyses indicated that assumptions of normality, homoscedasticity and multicollinearity 

were met.  Standard multiple regression was used to examine the associations between trait affect, 

values structure, and sense of meaning, after controlling for gender, ethnicity, and religious affiliations.  

Table 2 displays the correlations between the study variables.  

Table 2 .Correlations (r) among study variables  

   Variables 

 

PMI 

(DV) 

 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

3 

 

       

        4             5 

                                    

1. Ethnicity  .09      

2. Gender -.07 
    

    -.06 

 
 

 
 

3. Religious affiliation -.16*** 
 

.01 

 

-.13* 
 

 
 

4. Positive trait affect .52*** 
 

.12* 

 

-.07 

 

-.08 
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5. Negative trait affect  -.29*** 
 

-.09* 

 

.02 
.03 

 

-.37*** 
 

6. Values structure  .35*** 
 

.12* 

 

.10* 
-.05 

 

.43*** 
-.10* 

PMI= Perceived Meaning Index; DV=Dependent variable 

* p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001 

 

Results showed an increased sense of meaning was associated with higher levels of positive trait 

emotions (e.g., being enthusiastic, determined, interested, proud, alert) (r = .51, p < .001) and lower 

levels of negative trait emotions (e.g., being afraid, nervous, hostile, distressed, ashamed) (r = -.29, p < 

.001). Further, results also showed that having an increased sense of meaning was associated with 

having a large number of diverse and meaningful values (r = .35, p < .001). Results also showed that 

having a large number of diverse and meaningful values was associated with experiencing increased 

lasting positive emotions (r = .42, p < .001), but not necessarily lower levels of lasting negative 

emotions (r = .10, p < .05).  

With regard to the regression model, gender, ethnicity, and religious affiliations were enter in 

step 1 as covariates, with trait affect and values structure entered at step 2 to assess for their 

independent association with sense of meaning.  Table 3 summarizes results for the sequential 

regression model.  

 

Table 3.  Sequential multiple regression model (Step 2) of trait affect and values structure on 

perceived meaning (PMI) after controlling for gender, ethnicity and religious affiliation.  

 B     95% CI                     Adjusted R2 

Correlates   Step 1 = 0.04 

Ethnicity        0.09 [-0.14, 2.34]  

Gender -0.09 [-5.07, 0.38]  

Religious Affiliation -0.18 [-7.40, -2.05]*** 

 

 

Meaning Components  

 

   

Positive Trait Affect 0.38 [0.53, 0.92]***  

Negative Trait Affect  -0.13 [-0.42, -0.07]**  

Values structure   3.71 [0.08, 0.27]***  

PMI= Perceived Meaning Index; DV=Dependent variable 

 * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001 

 

In the regression model, gender, ethnicity and religious affiliation entered at step 1 resulted in R2 = 

.04, F (3, 379) = 5.66, p = .001. Adding positive trait affect, negative trait affect and values system at 

step 2 significantly increased the explained variance, with almost a third of the variability in sense of 

meaning being predicted by having the ability to experience lasting positive and negative emotions, as 

well as by having a well-structured value system after controlling for gender, ethnicity and religious 

affiliation (R2 = .32, F (3, 376) = 51.12, p < .001). 

Total variability attributed to significant and unique sources was 15.4%, with positive trait affect 

uniquely explaining 9.8% of the variance in sense of meaning (β = .30, p < .001), followed by values 

structure which explained 2.5% of the variance (β = 3.71, p < .001), negative affect which explained 

1.4% of the variance (β = -.13, p = .005), and religious affiliation which explained 1.7% of the 

variance (β = -.18, p = .002).  Moreover, the size and direction of the relationships suggest that an 
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increased sense of meaning is associated primarily with experiencing lasting positive emotions and a 

well-developed value system, and to a lesser extent with the experiencing of negative emotions.  

Important to note is that in the regression model, there was no significant association of gender 

and ethnicity with sense of meaning, but that religious affiliation (Christian versus other religions/non-

religious) was found to be significantly associated with sense of meaning (β = -.132, p < .01). 

Specifically, participants reporting a Christian religious affiliation scored significantly higher in 

overall sense of meaning as measured by the PMI (M = 82.8, SD = 12.3) when compared to those 

reporting other religious affiliations or no religious affiliation (M = 78.3, SD = 13.9) (t (381) = 3.25, 

95% CI = 1.74, 7.08, p = .001). 

Discussion 

The present study hoped to identify specific affective experiences and motivational cues associated 

with an increased sense of meaning. Results indicated trait affect and values structure were 

significantly associated with perceptions of life as meaningful, and this relationship was consistent 

across gender and ethnic groups, but not religious affiliation.  Overall, these results emphasize the 

importance of trait affect and values structure as components of meaning, which do not seem to differ 

across gender and ethnicity.  Nonetheless, the differences found in sense of meaning across religious 

affiliation groups highlight the need for additional research to better understand variations in sense of 

meaning among individuals differing in religious preferences.  

Several conclusions regarding the associations of trait affect, values structure and sense of 

meaning are supported by findings in this study. First, the association between trait affect and sense of 

meaning, regardless of the direction of influence, was found to be significant. This suggests that affect, 

particularly lasting positive emotion, is an important construct in the meaning making process.  The 

association between positive trait affect and sense of meaning was stronger than that found in previous 

studies (e.g., Hicks & King, 2007; King et al., 2006). It is possible the stronger association resulted 

from the assessment of trait affect, as compared to state affect, which has been previously done. By 

assessing lasting rather than transient emotional experiences, respondents may have provided a global 

and more direct estimate of their perceived degree of life satisfaction (Carver & Schier, 1990, 1998; 

Greenberg & Pascual-Leone, 1997) which, according to Reker and Wong (1988), is an adequate 

cognitive predictor of sense of meaning.  

Moreover, results from this study provided supporting evidence to suggest that positive trait 

emotions play a more important role in the meaning making process than negative emotions. For 

example, because positive affect has been found to facilitate the broadening of attention, cognition and 

action (Frederickson, 2001), it is possible that through these cognitive processes, positive affect may 

help to build personal resources that may make life meaningful. In other words, it is possible that 

positive emotions facilitate meaning by making one more likely to, (a) be alert towards that which may 

be valuable or meaningful, (b) feel more driven to pursue valuable goals which may help feel that life 

has a purpose, and (c) be more capable of integrating information to make sense of one’s life which 

may help one feel that life is coherent. Moreover, although findings from this study support that lasting 

positive emotions may be more influential in meaning-making than negative emotions, findings from 

this study do not necessarily support that negative emotions hinder the meaning process. In fact, given 

the results from this study, future research should focus on studying the aforementioned associations to 

better understand specific contributions of each component to the meaning making process.   

Results on the association between values structure and meaning showed values structure to be 

positively associated to sense of meaning. Results supported values structure to be a significant 

predictor of meaning. It is possible that value systems may provide cognitive frameworks to help 
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identify, organize and prioritize valuable and desirable goals, which provides a guide to direct and/or 

motivate congruent and purposeful behavior. For example, by endorsing a large and diverse number of 

important values, individuals could have multiple avenues that help (a) lead the way to achieve that 

which is valuable, (b) feel as though one has greater life purpose, (c) organize one’s actions as being 

congruent with one’s multiple values. Additional studies are needed to better understand how value 

structure specifically contributes to meaning making.  

Results also indicated values structure was not related to negative trait affect. This suggests that 

positive and negative trait affect may be distinct and independent constructs rather than merely 

opposite poles of emotional valence. Visual inspection of trait affect items on the PANAS scale and a 

review of its manual (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) suggested this may be possible. This 

assumption also is supported by the findings previously discussed on the more salient role of positive 

trait emotions in meaning than that of negative trait emotions; however, no extant studies have 

explored the association between specific positive trait emotions and value systems. 

In addition, although results from the present study supported an association between values 

structure and positive trait affect, results do not suggest a specific direction of influence between these 

constructs. Perhaps, having a large and diverse number of values helps guide behavior towards that 

which is meaningful which may make one more likely to experience positive emotions such as feeling 

attentive, interested, jovial and self-assured.  

In addition, positive trait affect was a much stronger predictor of meaning than values structure. 

Given the strong association of positive emotions to meaning, it is possible that other value constructs 

(e.g., degree of value accomplishment or value fulfillment), may increase the predictive utility of 

meaningful values. It is possible that not all values that are identified as meaningful may lead to 

positive emotions and/or to an increased sense of meaning. Additional research is needed to better 

understand the contribution of value systems in the development of specific emotions, as well as how 

these emotions may influence the building of value systems.  

Given these results, it is important that future studies explore several aspects of the relationship 

between value systems, positive trait affect and meaning, including (a) the specific positive trait 

emotions that may be important to the development of value systems and meaning, (b) the cause and 

effect relationships between specific positive trait emotions, values and meaning, (c) the mediating 

processes that facilitate the association between these constructs, (d) the predictive utility of value 

constructs not assessed in this study in terms of meaning and positive affect (value fulfillment). This 

information would be valuable to clinicians in that it will help them develop a better understanding of 

the role of specific positive emotions and value features in the meaning making process.  

Limitations 

Despite identifying relevant associations between trait affect, value systems, and sense of meaning, 

this study has several limitations. First, only college students were included so it is possible that the 

experience of meaning may be different from those at a different developmental stage (e.g., middle age 

adults, elderly), or those facing less favorable circumstances (e.g., discrimination, extreme poverty, 

clinical or medical populations or severe/traumatic events). Similar studies with non-college 

populations must be conducted prior to assessing the generalizability of the findings. Second, given the 

correlational nature of the findings, cause and effect relationships cannot be made. Third, this study 

only included an exploratory analysis of specific aspects of the different components of meaning, and 

it is possible some aspects of meaning may have been excluded, including content of values, 

fulfillment and value satisfaction, specific content of positive trait emotions.  Further, one particular 

component that may have been limiting is the affective component.  As stated previously, life 
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satisfaction is often associated with affective component of meaning; however, the study examined 

more direct affect, which may limit our understanding of the how affect and life satisfaction affects 

meaning. Future studies need to explore the relationships between other meaning-related constructs, as 

well as their predictive abilities in terms of sense of meaning.  

Also, significant differences in sense of meaning were found among participants varying in 

religious affiliation; however, there was a predominance of Christians in this sample, and this may not 

accurately reflect true differences in sense of meaning across existing religions. Additional studies 

with more religiously diverse samples are needed prior to generalizing the findings of this study. 

Finally, this study relied exclusively on quantitative measures, and it is possible that studies using 

other assessment methodologies (i.e., qualitative measures) may provide more detailed and 

comprehensive information regarding the associations between cognitive, motivational and affective 

constructs involved in the meaning experience.  

Conclusion 

The findings emphasized the importance of positive trait emotions and well-develop value systems in 

the meaning process. Opposite to the customary trend in research and clinical practice to focus on 

psychopathology and negative traits (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 2006), these findings 

suggest the need to focus on more positive aspects of personality and behavior in order to better 

understand the meaning process. Similarly, these findings suggest that assisting clients in exploring, 

reflecting and developing lasting positive emotions (e.g., feeling interested, attentive, confident, 

inspired) could be a valuable focus of interventions. Findings in this study are important in that they 

provide support to the recent trend among third-wave cognitive-behavioral therapies to include the 

assessment and development of positive emotional experiences and value systems, since these are 

important components that facilitate adjustment and promote well-being (Vowles & McCracken, 

2008).   

This study was intended to promote interest among researchers and clinicians regarding the 

empirical study of the different components of meaning, as well as their assessment and inclusion in 

research and clinical practice. Although the empirical study of meaning has been neglected in 

psychology, the present study provides evidence as to how the meaning construct may be explored and 

conceptually defined in order to help better understand the meaning experience. Greater knowledge of 

how individuals experience meaning may lead to refinements in theories of meaning, the development 

of meaning-related assessments, and effective clinical techniques and interventions which will make 

the experience of meaning more relevant to clinical practice.  
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