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ABSTRACT 
 

The purpose of this study was to assess undergraduate students purpose in life., as a construct, 

Purpose in life associated with many positive attributes associated with life in general, and the 

college students experience in particular, it is also closely related to other vocational concepts. 

For the purposes of this study, purpose in life was defined as a set of goals or actions, informed 

by a belief system or set of values that provide a sense of direction to an individual’s life. 

Qualitative approach was used in this study. Participants were identified using maximum 

variance and theory-based purposeful sampling. Senior students close to graduation were 

chosen to participate and twelve students were selected to continue in the study. Focus group 

discussion was used and analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

methods. The findings supported the vast majority of the literature on the topic, contrasted with a 

few areas, and expanded others. In general, most participants had heard of the concepts of 

meaning and purpose in life, as well as the concept of a personal goal; however, many of them 

had not thought extensively about these topics. The students offered a variety of descriptions and 

definitions for each of these concepts.  
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1. Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1.  Background 

 

Positive psychologist Jonathan Haidt (2006) explains that when people learn to understand the 

meaning of life, they are actually seeking answers to one or both of two distinct questions: the 

question of the purpose of life, and/or the question of purpose within life. While the former is 

concerned with life itself from an objective point of view, the latter  focuses in life as 

experienced by the individual from a subjective point of view. Purpose within life, then, is 

concerned with the idea of a life well-lived, with the questions: ―How do I ought to live? What 

should I do to have a good, happy, fulfilling, and meaningful life?‖ (Haidt, 2006, p. 218). It is 

this second question—the question of purpose within life that is the focus of this research. From 

here on forward, this construct will be referred to as ―purpose in life,‖ or simply as ―purpose.‖  

 

One of the manifestations of purpose in life is having a dream. Dream is our road map, indicating 

what we want to become and guiding transformational initiatives by setting a defined direction 

for our growth and what it requires us to take actions that are congruent with our wishes in order 

to translate them into reality, but the first step is to have that dream  your own dream, not anyone 

else's ideas about what is best for you in life and then absolutely commit yourself to its 

achievement (Edward, 2010). People, events and circumstances will be drawn to us that will 

actually assist us in the achievement of our dream. We can probably only fully accept this truth 
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when we experience it for our self; and once we have committed to our dream, we will begin to 

experience it.  

 

To succeed, we must have a dream, or we may prefer to call it a vision - and we must completely 

commit ourselves to its ultimate fulfillment that is the essence of the mental creation (Tolle, 

2008) If having a dream and committing to its ultimate achievement is something like plotting 

our final destination ahead of an exciting journey, then persistence is rather like the engine we 

need in order to get there. Persistence is what drives us on to take the next step in our journey; 

persistence is what prevents you from getting discouraged by what may have happened in the 

past; persistence is where the rubber meets the road (Edward, 2010). 

 

Passion is when we put more energy into something than is required to do it. It is more than just 

enthusiasm or excitement, passion is ambition that is materialized into action to put as much 

heart, mind body and soul into something as is possible (Doscpy, 2006). Translating our passion 

into an action plan and then constantly taking actions, each and every day that will move us in 

the direction of our goal is what will get us there in the end. No matter how big our goal, we can 

get there if we will keep our destination in mind and then continually take actions that move us 

toward the goal (Tolle, 2008). And it is impossible to think about passion without reference to 

the heart. Deep within our heart, there is a desire, the pursuit of which will bring us all the 

happiness, success and fulfillment we really want. To find our passion is to identify our own 

unique purpose in life; to live our passion is to achieve the Deepest Desire of our Heart. 

(Edward, 2010) 
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More specifically, it has been investigated if the desire for achievement of dream affects our 

belief to be closely related to our goal and dreams (Christie-Mizell, 2003; Christie-Mizell, et al. 

2011). The link between personal preferences and strength of motivation to perform some act is 

assumed to be a multiplicative function of the strength of the motive, the expectancy (subjective 

probability) that the act will have as a consequence of the attainment of an incentive, and the 

value of the incentive (Karoline, 2017). 

 

The beginning stage of decision-making ability in a person life is when we become a collage 

students. Multiple factors likely contribute to this phenomenon, including biological changes, 

peer pressure, individual differences in genetic composition and environmental exposures, and 

cultural and family influences (Casey, Getz, & Galvan, 2008; Somerville, Jones, & Casey, 2010). 

Developmental changes may also affect decision-making during this period (Rutherford, Mayes, 

& Potenza, 2010), potentially leading to seemingly poor choices based on biases towards 

immediately rewarding experiences over those with long-term benefits. Such changes occurring 

during adolescence may increase vulnerability to face situation that have big risk (Kreek, 

Nielsen, Butelman, & LaForge, 2005; Rutherford et al., 2010). From a life course perspective, 

adolescents simply have not had the exposure or life experience that will allow them to fully 

make the type of decisions that they will be able to make in adulthood. Thus, adolescents take 

more risks because they are less psychosocially developed than adults. 
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Research on college students has often focused on characteristics such as self-esteem (i.e., an 

individual‘s global sense of self-worth) and the sense of control (i.e., an individual‘s perception 

that s/he has mastery over personal outcomes) and ways that such psychosocial factors may 

interrupt or shape the purpose in life among collage students (Christie-Mizell, 2003; Christie-

Mizell, et al. 2011). 

  

Choice and control are what everyone wants for themselves and some choices might involve 

taking risks and while this can be a positive thing, it can also pose questions over people‘s safety, 

the safety of others and who is ultimately responsible if something goes wrong, Despite knowing 

and understanding the risks associated with certain behaviors, college students are still more 

likely to follow through with taking risks than adults. (Christie-Mizell, 2003) 

 

1.2. Statement of the problem 

 

In Ethiopia the fact that the proper attention has not been given to addressing college students 

wants (Karoline, M, 2017), In order to translate their potential energies and capabilities into 

fruitful action. Consequently, there were no favorable condition under which the college students 

could actively and effectively participate in the process of achieving their purpose in life and the 

ability to take risk and perform multi-faced tasks that would help accelerate economic and social 

development. 
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When we seek to understand college students, we need to consider them as agents of their own 

lives, pursuing their own trajectories, situated within their own social, material, cultural and 

relational worlds. To understand these, we need to look more closely at what risk taking means 

to college students, its dynamics, and the relationships and resources surrounding it. We might 

also draw on some particular concepts risk culture, cultural learning, identity capital or habitus to 

elucidate. Most importantly, we must recognize that Purpose in life is integrally bound up with 

the development of student's identities and achievement of purpose.  

Identity development and the search for one‘s meaning in life are topics that generally arise in 

early adulthood or when young adults are attending college, specifically between early school 

life and the time a person develops specialized work. It is not until this time in life that an 

individual seriously considers and commits to a life purpose and within this formation collage 

students make sense of their own purpose in life.. 

 

College students, in particular, are generally at the time in their lives where they tend to engage 

in activities that gives meaning to them. In the over 40 years since Erickson‘s original 

publication and in the over 60 years since Frankl‘s publication, many researches studies and 

articles have been published on the topics of identity development, sense of purpose of life, and 

harmful risk-taking in college-aged students. Even though these areas appear to remain great 

topics of interest to psychological research, it is unclear the extent of purpose in life in young 

adults, particularly in college students. 
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In addition to this, there are many studies, in Ethiopia, have been made report regarding  college 

students within the area of high prevalence of risky sexual activity and substance use among   , 

college/university students. They have also widely examined the physical and psychological 

impact of the risky behaviors. However, few studies were conducted on life purpose. And even 

no previous study has given attention to see the interplay of purpose in life among university 

students in Ethiopia. In addition, initiatives underway to purpose in life have not yet considered a 

contributing factor for change. Therefore, it is timely and appropriate to assess purpose in life if 

it would be one of the essential aspects of life. Hence, this study primarily aims to assess 

“purpose in life among Addis Ababa University undergraduate students” 

. 

Besides to this, the majority of college students do not know what they want to do when they 

finish education and the few who do know what they want often rethink their choices as they 

develop and grow. ―Who I am now isn't who I might be in the future‖ and what you want to be 

when you grow up requires careful understanding: we need time to learn about and consider all 

the options, but the higher education system doesn't help much either to find the time to consider 

your options and the risks that involve with each option. 

 

With students choosing careers that they may not suit them, a worrying scenario could emerge: 

we could be stuck in careers like round pins in square holes. This is detrimental for the students 

because reconsidering their life purpose is an enormous decision. But it's also detrimental for 

employers who will struggle to keep excellent students interested in careers that they no longer 

want. 
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1.3. Objectives of the study 

 

The present study aims to make Asses purpose in life among Addis Ababa university 

undergraduate students.  

More specifically, this study had three objectives.  

I. It aimed to investigate undergraduate student‘s purpose in life or their vision within their 

lifespan.  

II. To find out whether undergraduate students shows interest to pursue their  purpose in life  

III. To find out whether undergraduate students are engaged in activities related to their 

purpose in life   

1.4. Research Questions 

 

To guide this study three research questions were formulated: 

i. Do undergraduate student in Addis Ababa University understand their purpose in life? 

ii. Do undergraduate students in Addis Ababa University shows interest to pursue their 

Purpose in life? 

iii. Do undergraduate students in Addis Ababa University engaged in activities related to 

their purpose in life? 
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1.5. Significance of the study 

 

The researcher believes that the results of this study would have the following contributions: 

Some students do not begin to explore purpose in life and career possibilities until after 

graduation. Academic colleges, technical colleges, industry, and armed forces could provide 

students with relevant information earlier in their schooling. They could be more aggressive, 

giving student‘s information they could test and use in their decision to ward selecting their life 

purpose for apply to their career choice. 

 

Before graduating, some students have not considered enough alternative choices in risk taking 

and selection to justify making an informed decision. Sources of influence such as parents or 

mentors could be brought into a circle of counseling and discussion, to help the students form a 

comprehensive risk taking plan or outline. 

 

Industry could examine where, why, and when it could be beneficial for them to invest resources 

to train and educate students. And if career planning were implemented in an efficient manner, 

students would at the very least be following a career plan of informed decision-making, rather 

than one of happenstance. 
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1.6. Delimitation of the study 

 

In fact, the study tries to assess the purpose in life among undergraduate students in Addis Ababa 

University, which call for addressing all students of the university. However, in the meantime, 

the students of that higher educational institute are scattered throughout the city. In spite of that, 

the study was delimited to sample unit found in Addis Ababa university main campus, for the 

reason that a considerable number of students were found in the university and addressing all the 

students in the university was difficult and involve a great deal of time, money and energy. 

Therefore, this study was delimited to undergraduate students found in the main campus. The 

reason to select this campus was because this university was the perfect place to find Students 

from different cultural background and social status, which makes easier to find real exposure of 

the problem that we want to see and also the fact the nature of the study is more subjective rather 

than objective. This make it possible to take the sample of students from any convenience place 

Therefore it was create the opportunity for the researcher to assess and easily and. Beside to this 

the study tries to only focused on students which found in the year 2011 E.C 

 

1.7. Operational Definition 

 

Purpose in life; is concerned with the idea of a life well-lived and to have a good, happy, 

fulfilling, and meaningful life                 
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1.8. Limitations of the study 

 

While this study yielded important and relevant results, it was not without several limitations 

which are important to acknowledge. First, as with any qualitative study, the sample size was 

small and mostly homogeneous, and therefore transferability may be limited given this, the 

results of this study may not be applicable to individuals with a divergent set of cultural norms 

due to ethnicity, religious beliefs, socioeconomic status, geographical location, or other factors. 

It is also important to acknowledge the consideration of cohort or generational effects upon 

attitudes and perceptions on purpose in life. Given that generational factors certainly play a role 

in our belief systems, it follows that the opinions expressed by the sample in this study was 

similarly affected by their own cultural and temporal realities. Additionally, all data was 

collected via one data source - an interview - and was not cross-referenced nor double-checked 

against any other source. 

 

The time limit of each of the twelve interviews was constrained within an hour, which did not 

allow for much flexibility in the structure of the interviews, or time to go into more depth for any 

of the topics. There was potential for bias in both the process of data collection as well as data 

analysis. Though the interviewer strove to ask interview questions in an open and balanced 

manner, given that most follow-up questions were developed on an ongoing basis during the 

interview process, the interviewer may have biased participant responses by the specific topics 

addressed in follow-up questions. Additionally, it is possible that the interviewer may have 

biased participants in more subtle manners, such as with non-verbal cues of encouragement or 

discouragement. It is also possible that students may have attempted to offer socially desirable 
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responses to the interview questions – particularly given the dynamic of being interviewed by an 

adult in a school setting. In regard to data analysis,  

 

The abstract and challenging nature of some of the questions (especially for the sample in 

question) yielded responses which were, at times, somewhat difficult to interpret. The researcher 

may have been biased in his interpretation and organization of the material into themes. The use 

of peer review, the offering of rich and thick descriptions of participant responses, and the 

author‘s attempt to establish and describe his own potential for bias were all utilized to attempt to 

minimize these effects during data analysis.  

 

 

1.9. Organization of the study 

  

This study will be incorporated in five chapters. The first chapter is consists of the introduction, 

statement of the problem, objective of the study,  significance of the study, delimitation of the 

study, limitation the study and organization of the study. The second chapter deals with the 

review or related literature. The third chapter deals with research design method. The fourth 

chapter deals with presentation, analysis and interpretation of the finding. The last chapter will 

include summary, conclusion and recommendation. Finally, lists of bibliography and 

questionnaire will be attached to the research paper. 
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2. Chapter Two 

 

Related Literature Review 

 

This literature review begins with the aim of understanding existing research and debates 

relevant to the topic or area of study. The concept of purpose in life has wide concept in the 

literature and this review was separate those interrelated constructs to provide clarity. First, the 

relatively the body of literature was reviewed that describes Provide foundation of knowledge on 

topic, Identify areas of prior scholarship, Identify gaps in research and open questions left from 

other research. Finally, this study‘s research question was described the students of higher 

education does understand their purpose in life. 

 

2.1. Purpose in Life 

 

According to a dictionary of psychological terms published by the American Psychological 

Association, one‘s purpose in life is defined as an internal sense of a goal in life or existence 

(VandenBos & American Psychological Association, 2007). Frankl developed logotherapy as an 

operationalization of a person‘s search for purpose or meaning (Frankl, 1959). Frankl described 

the term logo therapy as being derived from the Greek word logos for meaning and stated that 
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logo therapy ―focuses on the meaning of human existence as well as on man‘s search for such a 

meaning‖ (Frankl, 1959, p. 98- 99).  

 

McKnight and Kashdan define purpose as ―a central, self-organizing life aim that organizes and 

stimulates goals, manages behaviors, and provides a sense of meaning‖ (2009, p. 242) and 

incorporates three dimensions. The first dimension, scope, refers to the breadth of influence 

purpose has over an individual‘s life across different roles and contexts. A purpose that 

influences all the thoughts, actions, and emotions of an individual is considered broad in scope. 

The second dimension, strength, refers to a purpose‘s ability to influence the thoughts, actions, 

and emotions relevant to a particular scope. A purpose which influences all aspects of an 

individual‘s life, but is abandoned under moments of hardship is considered broad in scope, yet 

weak in strength. The final dimension, awareness, refers to an individual‘s ability to envision and 

articulate her or his purpose in life. The authors argue individuals with a greater awareness of 

their purpose in life are better able to deal with any hardships they experience. Consistent with 

their definition of purpose, McKnight and Kashdan (2009) assert individuals highly aware of 

their broad and strong purpose are able to organize their life and manage their thoughts, actions, 

and emotions in a manner consistent with physical and mental health and well-being. In contrast 

to other authors,  

 

However, figuring out who one is and developing one‘s identity is a process of internally 

integrating different aspects of self (e.g., beliefs, mindsets, goals, roles, experiences) that allows 

for a sense of continuity with what one has experienced in the past and future possibilities for 

potential change and growth.  One‘s life as a story that reconstructs the past, interprets the 
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present, and imagines the future (McAdams & Adler, 2010). This narrative identity or authorship 

allows young adults to create a sense of internal consistency of who they are across time, 

providing a framework for making sense of how their future choices and actions are related to 

their past and current selves and experiences. Authorship is the temporal integration of different 

components of identity so that the change brought by choices and new experiences is linked to a 

stable sense of self. Being able to create a narrative thread of self through past, present, and 

future becomes particularly important as young adults navigate new contexts of college, work, 

and community and make meaning out of new roles and challenges. 

 

A related concept of linking the present to the future is the term ―possible selves‖ (Markus & 

Nurius, 1986), referring to how individuals envision elements of their self-concept; what they 

would like to become and what they are afraid of becoming. Experiences and interactions, 

particularly during adolescence, shape how individuals perceive their current selves and who 

they could be in the future. Possible selves can also guide the strategies people choose and can 

serve as motivational resources for regulating behaviors (Oyserman & Markus, 1990). However, 

having a sense of possible selves is not enough for individuals to be able to self-regulate; 

connecting possible selves to concrete strategies for attaining them is an essential precursor to 

displaying positive behaviors (Oyserman & James, 2011). 

 

The center of developing an integrated identity is answering the question ―what do I value?‖ to 

guide the commitments one makes to roles, beliefs, and relationships as one tries to find a place 

in the world. Through the process of exploration and experimentation, young people can make 

sense of their experiences and develop a clearer sense of which they are, what they are good at, 
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how they fit into the larger context of society and institutions, and what they want from the 

future. The next four questions help set up how the different key factors of our framework come 

together in an integrated identity and help young adults find and act on what they want from life. 

 

2.1.1. What is my purpose and what are my goals and do I know 

what I need to do to accomplish them? 

 

Being able to enact the answer to the questions ―who am I‖ and ―what do I value‖ into how one 

lives one‘s life is aided by going through a process of goal-setting, that is, ―the process of 

establishing clear and usable targets, or objectives‖ (Moeller, Theiler, & Wu, 2012). It is also 

about determining how to translate who one is and what one values into a larger sense of purpose 

and the goals that support that purpose. Purpose can reflect both what is valued for the self (e.g., 

having a prestigious career) or what is valued in relationship with others (e.g., raising a family or 

making an impact on the community). A part of identity development is articulating goals, 

developing plans, and making long-term commitments. Clear, specific, and challenging goals 

have been linked to higher task performance than simple encouragement, as long as the 

individual is committed to the goals, has the competence to meet the goals, and is not 

encumbered by conflicting goals (Locke & Latham, 2006). 
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2.1.2. Do I believe I can accomplish my goals? 

 

Putting forward the effort and displaying the behaviors needed to accomplish one‘s goals is 

related to one‘s beliefs about the possibility of accomplishing the goals. As described later in this 

white paper, mindsets such as self-efficacy are associated with greater engagement in tasks. 

Having self-efficacy shapes the enactment of coping behaviors, the amount of effort expended, 

and the extent to which perseverant behaviors are displayed (Bandura, 1977). Positive mindsets 

coupled with self-awareness allows for a realistic assessment of what is possible. High self-

efficacy has also been linked to greater commitment to goals, use of more effective strategies, 

and a better response to negative feedback (Locke & Latham, 2002). 

 

2.1.3. Am I capable of accomplishing my goals? 

 

It is not enough to have goals and a sense of efficacy; it is also necessary to have the underlying 

competence to accomplish a specific goal (Le Deist & Winterton, 2006). We define competence 

as strategies appropriately applied in a context, informed by the interactions of knowledge, 

awareness, and mindsets. One develops an integrated identity and sense of competence over time 

by making sense of one‘s experience (what happened when I applied that strategy in this 

situation?). Eventually, with repeated cycles of experience and reflection, one internalizes a 

sense of oneself as a competent person. A developing sense of competence gives a young person 

the ability to harness his or her mindsets, knowledge, and awareness, and to employ selected 

strategies to more effectively adapt to tasks posed in different contexts in service of his or her 

goals. 
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2.1.4. Who are my allies and how can they help me? 

 

Accomplishing goals is often more than an individual endeavor; having the support of others 

facilitates the likelihood of young adults having the motivation and resources to accomplish their 

goals (Bandura, 2000). Having strong and healthy relationships can also be the goal, and not just 

a means of facilitating the attainment of goals. We define ―allies‖ broadly as connected others, 

whether family members, friends, neighbors, teachers, or members of extended social or 

professional networks. Allies, particularly if they include diverse individuals and groups, can 

bring additional information, perspectives, sources of support, and strategies to bear on a 

problem and reinforce positive mindsets to make goals more possible. The process of building a 

social network of allies relies on utilizing interpersonal strategies and social awareness to build 

healthy and lasting relationships. 

 

the need for young adults to develop a sense of themselves and their values and purpose, to be 

clear about the goals they have that are related to their values and purpose, understand how to 

achieve those goals, believe that they can, and be able to direct all of these pieces toward 

attaining their goals. This is what we call having an ―integrated identity‖ which poises a young 

adult for success in their endeavors. While success is often defined by traditional external 

markers of young adulthood such as college and career, our framework of a young adult poised 

for success focuses on the intermediary step of developing an integrated identity that allows a 

young adult to navigate across contexts. Building an integrated identity positions young adults 

for success and supports the utilization of their knowledge and abilities towards their tangible 
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goals. One‘s developing identity is based on three core building blocks: Mindsets, awareness, 

and knowledge and skills. Intermediary processes (strategy use, self-regulation, and goal-setting) 

help move youth from having these building blocks to engaging in effective and persistent 

behaviors. Strategies help to utilize these building blocks for self-regulation and to determine a 

direction for oneself. As individuals move through different contexts of experiences, 

opportunities, and interactions, these intermediary processes lead to sets of behaviors, which 

over time and repetition can evolve into being effective and perseverant habits.  

 

Feedback (both internal and external) helps youth make sense of their behaviors in various 

contexts and further develop the knowledge, skills, awareness, mindsets, and strategies that 

shape their future behaviors. This process of sense-making is how experiences are integrated into 

identity and how the three building blocks, intermediary processes, and behaviors and habits are 

developed and refined. At the center of these building blocks, intermediary processes, and 

behavior and habits is the developing integrated identity, which both informs and is shaped by 

these other factors. In this white paper, we only include factors that are malleable, that is, areas 

that experiences and the efforts and interactions with other people are capable of changing, in 

both positive and negative ways. 
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2.2. The Building Blocks of the Purpose/ goal 

 

There are three building blocks that underlie, at a very basic level, the use of effective behaviors 

toward a goal, and ultimately, the development of an integrated identity as a young adult who is 

poised to achieve the goals he or she sets. Below, we define these three building blocks—

mindsets, awareness, and knowledge and skills. In the following subsections, we will see how 

strategy use, self-regulation, and goal-setting help one integrate these building blocks into an 

instantiation of goal-directed behaviors. This paper simply lays out the definitions of each of 

these constructs.  

 

2.2.1. Mindsets 

 

The right set of mindsets is one of the foundational building blocks for young adult to understand 

their purpose in life. Mindsets are the psycho-social beliefs and attitudes toward oneself, the 

external world, and the interaction between the two. Our framework posits that mindsets will be 

mutually reinforced by one‘s knowledge and awareness, as well as the self-regulation that guides 

one‘s use of strategies to enact behaviors. Specifically, we suggest six mindsets that are crucial 

for young adult to have purpose in life: Self-efficacy, openness, relevance, optimism, growth, 

and belonging. 
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Self-efficacy is the belief that one is able to succeed in a given situation (Bandura, 1986). 

Individuals are more likely to engage in tasks they feel they can succeed at (Bandura, 1986), and 

the belief that an individual will succeed at a task is associated with persisting on a task and 

overcoming challenges (Pajares, 1996). Openness is receptiveness to or desire for new 

experiences is they social, emotional, cultural, or intellectual (McCrae, 1994). Openness might 

allow for a greater flexibility and adaptability in academic, occupational, and other social 

environments, as well as a greater appreciation for diversity, new ideas, and learning. Relevance 

reflects the degree to which one believes that tasks have value to oneself or one‘s future. The 

lack of relevance seems to play a large role in students‘ disengagement from school, even as 

young as the middle grades, and may be a significant contributor to leaving formal schooling. 

Optimism has been conceptualized as either positive expectations for the future, or as an 

adaptive attribution style to explain past events; in either case, optimism is associated with a 

variety of effective coping behaviors and psychological well-being (Seligman, 2006; Scheier, 

Carver, & Bridges, 2001), which might have larger impacts across the life course. A growth 

mindset consists of the attitude and belief that competency and skill will increase in response to 

effort. Growth mindsets have been found to be influential for academic success (Cury, Elliott, Da 

Fonseca, & Moller, 2006; Dweck & Leggett, 1988), and one might expect that belief in one‘s 

ability to improve would affect performance across contexts. Finally, belonging is the belief that 

one is recognized and valued as a member in a social context, and it is key to engaging and 

succeeding in that context. Belonging has been associated with success in secondary school 

(Osterman, 2000), while feeling unwelcome or threatened has been associated with poorer 

performance, as seen in the literature on stereotype threat (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 

1995). 
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Mindsets are inextricably related to the other foundational pieces knowledge and awareness, 

along with self-regulation, the use of strategies, and setting goals for oneself. The extent to which 

individuals are aware of themselves, others, and their thoughts may be closely associated with 

how they view themselves and the world, and their knowledge about self and others will affect 

their beliefs and attitudes. Likewise, we expect mindsets to be recursively influenced by the other 

aspects of the framework. For example, the ability to engage in effective behaviors or self-

regulation may affect one‘s sense of self-efficacy, optimism, and ability to grow. 

 

2.2.2. Knowledge and skills 

 

A person has knowledge when he or she is in possession of a certain set of facts, information, or 

understanding. Skills can be defined as having the learned ability to carry out a task with pre-

determined results or goals, which can be general or domain-specific. Institutional knowledge 

and skills refer to the knowledge of how institutions—universities, workplaces, communities—

function, and the ability to successfully overcome obstacles and accomplish goals within those 

institutions (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). This is especially important when a person is required to 

―code-switch‖ their behaviors from what‘s expected in one institution (e.g., family) to another 

(e.g., college classroom). Without this form of knowledge, however, youth may not know what 

to attend to or how to assess whether their behaviors are appropriate for settings that differ from 

the ones they are used to functioning in. 
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Professional knowledge and skills include knowing the proper behaviors one is expected to 

display in the workplace and the expectations that govern professional behavior (The Conference 

Board, Partnership for 21st Century Skills, and Corporate Voices for Working Families, 2006). 

Professional knowledge and skills influence one‘s ability to attach to the labor force and succeed 

in a job. People without the relevant cultural, institutional, or professional knowledge and skills 

are at a severe disadvantage when attempting to function in a given context; without this 

information, they have no fundamental idea of what ―appropriate‖ behavior is or how to enact it, 

and therefore cannot work toward managing themselves toward those behaviors. These 

knowledge bases allow one to navigate specific spaces and to maintain ―appropriate‖ behavior 

within a setting. 

 

2.2.3. Awareness 

 

The third building block that underlies the ability to live their purpose in young adulthood is 

awareness. Awareness can be directed toward different objects, resulting in a greater 

understanding of oneself, ones‘ interactions with others, and one‘s environment. Awareness is 

the first step in the ability to self-regulate; to conduct appropriate, positive, and productive 

behaviors; and, ultimately, to help bridge the gap between identity building and goal completion. 
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2.3. The Role these Building Blocks plays on Purpose in life 

 

The three building blocks (mindsets, knowledge, and awareness) all work together and inform 

each other. These building blocks that underlie the ability to succeed in achieving purpose in life 

of young adulthood exist within an ongoing process of interpretation and sense-making, in which 

individuals work to integrate a complex array of their own ideas, experiences, and feedback from 

others into an emerging sense of their own identity in a way that shapes and supports their 

personal goals. Young people use feedback and self-reflection to further the development of their 

mindsets, the growth and revision of their knowledge, and the emergence of their awareness of 

themselves, others, and the broader social milieu in which they live and move.  Intermediary 

Processes: Strategy Use, Self-regulation, Goal-setting 

 

All three of the building blocks play distinct and important roles in shaping young people‘s 

emerging identities. However, there are several processes that must also be in place in order for 

young adults to navigate their environments and achieve their Purpose. Self-regulation and goal-

setting play particularly central roles in linking our three building blocks with the larger process 

of developing a self-identity and enacting effective behaviors that lead to goal completion. 

 

2.3.1. Self-regulation 

 

The process of thinking about and managing one‘s own behavior—its aims or goals, its form or 

direction, and its ultimate effectiveness—are all part of a broader process of self-regulation. 

Teaching Adolescents to Become Learners, we noted that self-regulated learners ―monitor the 
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process of their learning, ascertain how effectively they are addressing a given learning task, and 

adjust their efforts accordingly‖ (Farrington et al., 2012, p. 39). Self-regulated learning is a goal-

oriented process that focuses awareness on their learning and selects strategies and environments 

that promote their own learning (Zimmerman, 2001). 

 

This process can be expanded to think about how self-regulation supports the management, not 

just of learning, but also of one‘s emotions and interpersonal behaviors. Self-regulation, as a 

process, links young people‘s awareness of themselves, of others, and of cultural context 

together with their thinking about their own behavior, helping to shape and guide them in how 

they understand particular challenges or tasks, the goals they set for themselves, the strategies 

they ultimately use to meet those goals, and the evaluative gloss they give to the feedback they 

receive on the effectiveness of those strategies. 

 

2.3.2.   Strategy Use 

 

We define strategies as methods, approaches, or techniques by which somebody is able to 

achieve a Purpose. Having and using effective strategies is critically important to the success of 

young people‘s goal-directed behavior; the use of strategies represents an important avenue for 

improving the effectiveness of behavioral and emotional regulation, and therefore maximizing 

the likelihood of success in a given task or domain and across a range of contexts. Strategies can 

be consciously controlled by the individual, but if implemented regularly can become automatic 

responses or habits. Strategies are often cognitive in nature, and help to control other cognitive 



25 
 

process (e.g., learning) or social-emotional reactions. Specific examples of strategies can include 

learning strategies, such as those aimed at improving recall of particular information, those 

aimed at enhancing one‘s ability to monitor one‘s own learning and understanding, and/or those 

aimed at using monitoring to correct misunderstandings or errors quickly. 

 

2.3.3. Goal-setting 

 

A fundamental component of being poised to achieve purpose as a young adult is the process of 

actually determining what one‘s goals are. Setting goals is a prerequisite for determining which 

behaviors one should engage in. Setting goals helps guide people toward choosing the behaviors 

that facilitate the achievement of their goals, while also knowing their impact on others. For 

adolescents who are preparing for the transition into adulthood, it is important that the goals 

being set are intrinsic, or driven from within (Ryan & Deci, 1990). Savtiz-Romer and Bouffard 

(2012) make the argument that youth are more likely to succeed in their transition into and 

through college when they are part of the goal-setting process, rather than being told what their 

goals should be (which can lead to either external motivation or resistance, as youth are 

attempting to set their own identity). They describe how one‘s social context can influence the 

types of goals one sets; with more support for setting goals that are of interest to the youth and 

with encouragement that as youth work harder they will achieve more, adolescents are more 

likely to set and work hard toward more challenging goals for their future. 
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2.4. The contribution of building blocks for the development of 

behavior and habit 

 

Our goals and using strategies for self-regulation, combined with a foundation of awareness, 

mindsets, and knowledge, will be associated with an individual‘s ability to engage in the 

persistent and effective behaviors required to attain purpose in life. When young adults are 

―ready, willing, and able‖ (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012), they engage in the effective and 

persistent behaviors that allow them to take on the challenges encountered in the transition to 

young adulthood. These behaviors can evolve into habits that are enacted unconsciously 

 

Overall, the sets of behaviors and habits identified as necessary for early adult success are similar 

across educational and professional settings, although some behaviors and habits are more or less 

valued in particular settings. Some of these common behaviors and habits do not require social 

interactions with others; these include behaviors and habits such as showing up to where you 

agreed to be, preparing work you were expected to prepare, and producing results (e.g., 

completing a school project or a report for work). Other behaviors and habits are interpersonal 

and may require a different set of factors such as social awareness, cultural knowledge, and 

interpersonal strategies. 

 

Many behaviors and habits have been identified as crucial as adolescent‘s transition into their 

young adult lives. Some of these include the ability to effectively communicate and collaborate 

with others and work flexibly (e.g., The Collaborative for Building After-School Systems, 2013; 
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Conley, 2012; Hewlett Foundation, 2013; MHA Labs, 2014; Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012; 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009; Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Being able to interact 

with others in a productive manner requires having the interpersonal awareness and perspective-

taking to read and interpret social cues, having strategies to communicate appropriately with 

others, and being able to self-regulate in order to collaborate despite possibly disagreeing with 

others‘ viewpoints. Interpersonal skills have been associated with academic and developmental 

outcomes, as seen in the literature on high school engagement (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 

2004; Hinton & Pellegrino, 2012), and on cooperative studying and student integration in college 

(Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1997). Behaviors such as collaboration and positive communication are also 

highly valued in the workplace, as employers consistently state that communication is one of the 

most valued traits in workers (Pritchard, 2013; International Youth Foundation, 2013; The 

Conference Board, Partnership for 21st Century Skills, and Corporate Voices for Working 

Families, 2006). Other types of behaviors, such as help seeking, taking initiative, and being 

involved, can also play crucial roles in supporting youth‘s attainment of their purpose in life 

(Conley, 2012). 

 

The literature reviewed to this point is theoretical in nature, describing concepts related to 

purpose in life as a means to facilitate a larger conversation surrounding purpose development. 

The authors all describe the concept of purpose in life as providing a sense of direction to an 

individual‘s life. They also all describe the concept of purpose in life as being grounded in some 

type of meaning structure. The following section moves past the solely theoretical to the more 

empirical, describing the literature that defines concepts related to purpose in life accompanied 
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by the measures developed for its assessment. And empirical means of measuring the constructs 

are included. 

 

2.5. Empirical Literature on Developing Purpose in Life 

 

For the purpose of this study, purpose in life is defined as a set of goals or actions, informed by a 

belief system or set of values that provides a sense of direction to an individual‘s life. Some 

authors have focused specifically on developing goals as a proxy for purpose in life. In Yeager 

and Bundick‘s (2009) study on motivational force, adolescent students described four types of 

motivation for setting work-related goals. Their goals fell on two continua: either intrinsic or 

extrinsic, and for either self-oriented reasons or beyond-the-self-oriented reasons. The authors 

describe that the stereotypical motivational flow within work goals for adolescents involves 

money stemming from a job, stemming from a degree, stemming from doing well in school. 

Thus, doing well in school leads to the acquisition of money. They found, however, students 

actually describe their work goals in more nuanced ways. The stereotypical motivation ignores 

the equal percentage of students who say work goals provide a path to living a purposeful life. 

Focusing then, in the short term, on career-related goals may help college students develop a 

larger sense of purpose in life in the long term, since acquiring gainful employment may be 

viewed as a primary concern of graduating college students.  
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In another work-related study, Flowers (2002) found, not surprisingly, that senior level students 

exhibit higher levels of vocational purpose than do first-year students. Using the Iowa Vocational 

Purpose Inventory (Hood & Zerwas, 1997; Zerwas, 1989), the author sampled 85 students at a 

predominantly white, large, southeastern university. He found that senior students self-reported a 

significantly higher level of vocational organization and vocational commitment. He also found 

higher, though non-significant, levels of vocational competence. Taken together, the increase in 

the instrument‘s three sub-scales show students develop a sense of vocational purpose during 

their time in college. Separated, the results also make sense. Significant differences in vocational 

organization and vocational commitment show that in comparison to first-year students, senior 

students have further developed and refined their sense of purpose in life as it relates to vocation. 

The non-significant results found between the groups with regards to vocational competence 

simply shows that both first-year and senior students believe in their ability to eventually develop 

the skills necessary to enter the workforce.  

 

Thompson and Feldman (2010) also approach purpose in life from a vocation related angle, 

writing about an academic course designed to help students realize and articulate their purpose in 

life. Not satisfied with typical career planning courses, the authors sought to create and assess a 

more comprehensive course that answered questions of meaning and purpose, many of which 

had the intended consequence of benefitting projected career trajectories. The course 

incorporated many techniques typically found in career workshops (e.g., career assessments, 

interview skills), but differed in taking a more holistic approach to a career search. The course 

consisted of two hours per week over a period of ten weeks. In the first 30 minutes each week, a 

guest speaker described her or his particular vocational search and how it related to her or his 
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search for purpose in life. The next 30 minutes consisted of structured conversation amongst the 

class about the speakers‘ journeys and implications and applications to their own lives. The last 

hour was devoted to sharing specific resources and information regarding students‘ career 

development. The authors constructed a variety of course assignments to meet the individual 

needs of their students, with an emphasis on gaining self-awareness with regards to a purposeful 

career trajectory.  

 

The actual study component involved vocation and purpose in life-related assessments arranged 

in a pre-test/post-test design. A total of 44 students completed both pre- and post-tests. Females 

(81%), sophomore (52%), and Caucasians (70%) were overrepresented in the class, in relation to 

the university demographics; however, the authors found no significant differences across the 

assessments with regards to age, graduating class, gender, or ethnicity. The authors use the LRI 

to measure changes on purpose in life. The course had a statistically significant positive effect on 

the dimension of the LRI (t42=3.97, p<.001), understandable because the authors challenged 

students to think through their purpose in life. The same cannot be said for the Fulfillment 

dimension. Conceptually, it would be difficult for students to accomplish their recently 

articulated purpose in life in ten weeks. 

 

Many studies report have been made on youths of higher educational institutions of Ethiopia. 

And, most of the studies related to Youths socio-cultural and economic development problems or 

challenges. However, in related to purpose in life there was a study made in Arbaminch 

University on the topic of correlation between life satisfaction and risky behaviors among 

students of higher educational institutions. Thus, the results states that 307 (71.8%) of 
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respondents were satisfied with their life. The EFA produced five distinct life satisfaction (LS) 

domains which were consistent to initial expectation. The domains produced were family, 

friends, self, school environment and living milieu related. With regard to satisfaction with life 

domains, students were more satisfied with family domain, accounting for standardized mean 

score of 79.6%. However, they were least satisfied with living milieu (55.0 %). Gender variation 

exhibited difference in LS mean score because of family domain, females were more satisfied 

(Ftest 1, 426, p=0.000). Students‘ year of study showed no difference in LS mean score. 

Correlation analyses revealed that overall life satisfaction was significantly but inversely 

correlated with risky behaviors like having multiple sexual partners, never use of condom and 

alcohol use. These correlations were significantly attributed to the family and self domains, not 

to other domains. 

 

Conclusions: Despite high prevalence of life satisfaction, living milieu was less satisfying life 

Original Article Berhanu et al domain. Life satisfied students were less likely to engage on risky 

behaviors. Any student centered risk behavior reduction intervention should consult life 

satisfaction concept, particularly because of the optimistic upshot stemming from family and 

positive self-evaluation domains. 

 

Additionally, a recent study conducted by Steger, Fitch-Martin, Donnelly, and Rickard (2015) 

found that meaning in life can promote positive health outcomes in college students. In this 

study, 571 American college students were measured via their health orientation, meaning in life, 

health symptoms, substance abuse, and condom attitudes. The results of the study showed that 

the college students who reported higher meaning in life on the Meaning in Life Questionnaire 
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(MLQ) reported better overall physical health and reported engaging in fewer harmful health-

risking behaviors. Results indicated that proactive health orientation and health information 

discounting accounted for some of the relationships between meaning in life and good overall 

physical health as well as health risking behaviors. The results from this study suggest that 

meaning in life can be a protective factor against negative health outcomes and harmful risky 

behaviors in a college student population.  

 

Furthermore, Welkener and Bowsher (2012) specifically investigated how college students make 

sense of their own meaning and purpose. Originally, Welkener and Bowsher were going to use 

the terms spirituality, faith, and religion, but broadened the terms to meaning and purpose 

because how people make sense of meaning and purpose is not always in terms of spirituality. 

This study was conducted through an inductive and emergent approach which focused on the 

stories of students. The 11 students who participated were college students in their junior and 

senior years. The participants were asked to define meaning and purpose in terms of their own 

perspectives and lives. The results of the study demonstrated that students typically 

conceptualize meaning and purpose as a primary motivation that is closely related with their core 

identity and values. Furthermore, the authors discuss that this indicates that upper-level college 

students start to rely more on their own sense of personalized meaning rather than outside 

sources for answers. 

 

 Further research on whether personalized meaning and purpose in college students protect 

against crisis and harmful risk behaviors would be the next topic for research in this area to 

address. Two further notable research studies have been conducted looking specifically at 
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college students‘ sense of purpose, or meaning, in life in the last decade. DeWitz, Woolsey, and 

Walsh (2009) investigated Frankl‘s purpose in life construct and Bandura‘s theory of self-

efficacy, defined as the level of confidence an individual has in his or her ability to successfully 

complete a task. The authors investigated this in 344 undergraduate college students in an 

introductory psychology course. The student participants were made up of 68% female and 32% 

male participants, with a mean age of 19 years old. In order to measure purpose of life and self-

efficacy, the participants answered items on the following self-report questionnaires: The 

Purpose-In-Life Test Part A, the College Self-Efficacy Inventory, the Scale of Perceived Social 

Self-Efficacy, the General Self-Efficacy Subscale of the Self-Efficacy Scale, and the Marlowe-

Crowne Social Desirability Scale. Three forms of self-efficacy were investigated: college self-

efficacy, social self-efficacy, and general (or overall) self-efficacy. Results of the study indicated 

that general self-efficacy in college students was the most significant predictor (R = .638) of 

purpose signified by the scores on the Purpose of Life Test. Therefore, the study suggests that 

college students who have higher self-efficacy have a higher sense of purpose in life. The authors 

stated that implications of this study indicate that improving self-efficacy or purpose in life in 

college students could positively influence college student retention 

 

To summarize, research suggests that having a sense of meaning and purpose in career is 

associated with increased career satisfaction, life satisfaction, career decision-making, intrinsic 

work motivation, and work commitment. Additionally, theorists have noted that adolescence is 

an important life stage for children in developing their purpose in life. However, the role of 

meaning and purpose is notably absent from extant theories of youth career development. 

Several researchers have acknowledged that this is an area that needs to be explored in more 
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detail (Schultheiss et al., 2005; Dik & Duffy, 2009; Damon et al., 2003; Kosine et al., 2008). The 

current study is designed to investigate this gap in the literature. 

 

The current study was designed qualitatively due to the lack of knowledge which currently exists 

about the roles of meaning and purpose in adolescent career goals. The interview was 

specifically designed to investigate the adolescents‘ prior experiences and exposure to meaning, 

purpose, and calling, their thoughts and beliefs about the meanings of the topics, and their 

projected application of the concepts to their own career goals. The semi-structured nature of the 

interviews allowed for a less restricted exploration of these topics than would a survey, and in 

that respects the participant responses should provide rich information which can be utilized in 

further investigation of this topic. There are several potential benefits that can be gained from 

more knowledge on meaning and purpose in adolescent career development. First, it would be 

helpful to school and career counselors to supplement their existing knowledge on the career 

counseling needs of the adolescent population. For instance, this could serve to inform a specific 

meaning and purpose component to career exploration/development curriculum for this age 

group. Additionally, this information could be helpful to increase parent‘s awareness of their 

children‘s career needs, as well as encourage them to talk to their children about seeking 

meaning and purpose in their career goals. Finally, these benefits could all serve to increase the 

awareness of children and adolescents to an additional role that work can play beyond simply 

making money: as a context in which one can live out a sense of meaning and purpose. 
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3. Chapter Three 
 

Methods 

This Chapter presents the description of the research process. It provides information concerning 

the method that was used in undertaking this research as well as a justification for the use of this 

method. The Chapter also describes the various stages of the research, which includes the 

research design, selection of participants, research instrument, the data collection process and the 

process of data analysis. And also discusses the role of the researcher in qualitative research in 

relation to reflexivity.  

3.1. Research Design 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand the purpose in life among undergraduate students. 

This study answers the question: What are the experiences of undergraduate students toward 

accomplishment of their purpose in life. Based on this explanatory Research was conducted and 

the reason for using explanatory research is to increase the understanding of a researcher on a 

certain subject. It does not provide conclusive results because of lack of its statistical strength, 

but it makes the researcher determine how and why things happen and in addition to this help us 

find the problem that was not studied before in-depth and not used to give us some conclusive 

evidence but helps us in understanding the problem more efficiently. It does not aim to provide 

final and conclusive answers to the research questions but allows the researcher to understand the 

research with a varying level of depths.  
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Explanatory research  is most useful in situation where limited information is available and the 

researcher wishes to have the flexibility for future explore area of research ( Pollonsky and 

Waller 2005, Cooper and Schindler 2006)  The extant literature on purpose in life is descriptive, 

but not necessarily prescriptive. New theories are not necessary; rather, what is lacking is a 

discussion about how students develop and articulate purpose as viewed through the existing and 

adequate theory. Because of the interrelation of the factors that affect purpose in life (Astin, 

Astin & Lindholm, 2011; Chickering & Reisser, 1993), 

 

3.2. Participants of the study 

 

The researcher focused on deepest understanding purpose of the student‘s in life.  Thus, the 

participants were 12 students with equal variation of cultural, economic and gender (6 females, 6 

male) from under graduate program in Addis Ababa University.  The students was recruited to 

participate in this study and  all the participants were required to attain consent and also signed 

an assent form stating that they are willing to participate. The sample was recruited purposively 

to be fairly heterogeneous but representative of the demographic of the undergraduate students as 

a whole. Ages ranged from 17-27 years. 
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3.3. Sampling technique 

 

Maximum variation sampling, also known as heterogeneous sampling, is a purposive sampling 

technique used to capture a wide range of perspectives relating to purpose in life. The basic 

principle behind maximum variation sampling is to gain greater insights into a phenomenon by 

looking at it from all angles. This can help the researcher to identify common themes that are 

evident across the participants and also the sample were recruited who met the following 

requirements: 1) were registered as undergraduates at the university, 2) were within two 

semesters of graduating from the institution, 3) both Gender  had  equal number and 4) were tried 

to select participants with different cultural background and social Status. 

  

3.4. Research instrument 

 

Zikmund (2003:117) defines the focus group interview as ‗an unstructured, free-flowing 

interview with a small group of people‘. A focus group allows the researcher to collect 

information from a small group, while observing nonverbal behavior, and guiding and probing 

the participants so that all the information required can be uncovered (Cavana et al. 2001) Focus 

groups provide insights into how the students think and provide a deeper understanding of their 

purpose in life being studied.  

 Focus groups are a very effective way of gaining insight and exploring the issue to be 

addressed especially if there is limited information available (Cavana et al. 2001; Cooper 

and Schindler 2006). 
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 The focus group facilitator can encourage the group dynamics to emerge and with it 

achieve some quality data regarding their views and expectations (Hair et al. 2003; 

Krueger and Casey 2000; Stokes and Bergin 2006). 

 Answers may be more spontaneous as no individual feels pressured to make a comment 

(Zikmund 2003). The open ended style of discussion in focus groups allows participants 

to comment and share experiences with their peers (Garrison, Pierce, Monroe, Sasser, 

Shaffer and Blalock 1999; Stokes and Bergin 2006; Krueger and Casey 2000). 

 The flexible format of the focus group encourages discussion and allows the researcher to 

explore areas initiated by the group (Cavana et al. 2001). 

 Sometimes a single comment can trigger a chain of other responses. Respondents, once 

they become comfortable within the group, will often express their ideas and feelings at a 

deeper level (Zikmund 2003). 

 Focus groups are considered to be relatively inexpensive to organize and analysis with 

the benefits of gaining data from several people simultaneously. Another benefit is that 

the time involved to organize and implement focus groups is often much less than other 

forms of research (Beyea and Nicoll 2000; Zikmund 2003; Sekaran 2000; Greenbaum 

2000). 

 

The in-depth interview is the second form of qualitative research used in the study and is used to 

gain deeper insight into some of the issues identified in the focus groups. The potential for in-

depth interviews to ‗fill in the gaps‘ of information and to clarify ideas and concepts gleaned 

from the focus groups aids in strengthening the findings of the study (Cooper and Schindler 

2006; Hair et al. 2003; Davis 1997). 
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 The in-depth interview seeks to get the respondent to freely discuss feelings or beliefs 

about the subject of interest and provide a more detailed response (Davis 2000; Stokes 

and Bergin 2006; Cooper and Schindler 2006; Hair et al. 2003; Davis 1997). It is 

particularly helpful for exploratory research studies (Cooper and Schindler 2006). Being 

able to discuss issues in greater detail provides the researcher with the opportunity to 

clarify and expand on issues arisen from the focus group discussions (Hair et al. 2003) 

and also provides significant amounts of data for analysis (Hair et al. 2003). 

 The benefits of using in-depth interviews include the opportunity to discuss particularly 

sensitive topics with participants (Hair et al. 2003; Stokes and Bergin 2006). The 

interviewee is more likely to be comfortable about being candid in their opinions and 

often the data received has depth and comprehensiveness (Hair et al. 2003). If the 

interviewee has views which are non-conforming, they are more likely to express them in 

an in-depth interview (Stokes and Bergin 2006; Davis 1997). 

 The researcher has greater control over the selection of the participants in in- depth 

interviews (Stokes and Bergin 2006; Cooper and Schindler 2006). 

 Interviewees are selected for their knowledge, experience and opinions on the subject 

matter (Cooper and Schindler 2006). The nature of in-depth interviews allows researchers 

to explore the views of individual respondents for more precise interpretation (Stokes and 

Bergin 2006). 

 The in-depth interview often provides the interviewee with a feeling of empowerment as 

they enjoy the fact that their opinion is being sought (Stokes and Bergin 2006). In-depth 

interviews also provide the opportunity for building of trust and rapport between the 

interviewer and interviewee which in turn improves the quality of the data (Davis 1997). 
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To gain in-depth information the study consisted of twenty, 25-30 minute, semi-structured 

interviews. The list of interview questions were designed to be open-ended, and used as a model 

(with permission) the Youth Purpose Project Interview Protocol from the Stanford Center on 

Adolescence Youth Purpose Project, funded in part by the John Templeton Foundation and the 

Thrive Foundation for Youth (Andrews et al., 2006).  

 

3.5. Data collection procedures 

 

The data collection procedure was conducted with taking Focus group discussion with each 

participant. The same interview guide was used with each participant but questions was alter 

slightly at times in accordance with participant responses the interview began with general 

warm-up questions such as: ―Tell me a little about yourself ―and ―What do you do really well?‖ 

It then prepared to more specific career-oriented questions. Finally, the interview covered 

questions specifically about the concepts of calling, purpose, and meaning: ―What does the term 

purpose in life means to you?‖ ―What do you think your purpose in life, as in, my career gives 

me a sense of purpose?‖ and ―What about the word meaning, if a career had meaning, what do 

you think that would be like?‖ The interview also involved follow-up questions and reflections 

as needed to gain a better understanding of participants‘ responses. 

    

 



41 
 

3.6.1. Focused Group Discussion Planning and Procedure 

 

The focused group discussion guide provides the moderator with an outline to direct the flow of 

discussion. It outlines the areas and topics for discussion, while also allowing the interviewer to 

probe the interviewee in an interactive way (Greenbaum 2000; Zikmund 2003; Polonsky and 

Waller 2005). Again the interview guide consists of open ended questions which are designed to 

gain the participant‘s views, experiences and opinions about Purpose in life (Polonsky and 

Waller 2005; Saunders et al. 2003). 

 

The in-depth interviews were based on a semi structured question format in which the 

interviewer asks specific questions and then uses probing questions to clarify the interviewee‘s 

thoughts (Cooper and Schindler 2006; Davis 2000; Polonsky and Waller 2005; Rubin and Rubin 

2005). It is important to elicit the experiences and understandings of the interviewees and that the 

questions are easy for them to understand and relate to (Rubin and Rubin 2005; Mason 2000). 

The probing questions can be in the form of clarification probes, steering probes to get the 

interview back on track, evidence probes which aid in assessing the knowledge of the 

interviewee, and elaboration probes to encourage the interviewee to expand more about the topic 

(Rubin and Rubin 2005). All these probes were used in this study. Interview questions are 

developed to relate to the situation of the interviewees and be sensitive to their needs and 

feelings. The questions are designed to encourage the flow of information and ensure that they 

are focused on the issues and topics relevant to the research question (Mason 2000). 
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3.6.2. Role of the moderator 

 

The role of the moderator in the focus group is to encourage discussion and ensure that the group 

remains on track (Hair et al. 2003). The researcher ensured that all participants are involved in 

the discussion and prevent more forceful personalities dominating the group and also In focus 

groups the interviewer or facilitator operates on three levels, that is on a content level (listens to 

and records the process), a process level (ensuring that all the information is uncovered) and an 

executive level (keep moving the interview forward and ensuring that the interview runs to time). 

 

In order to gain rich data from the interviews, the interviewer employed the following strategies; 

1. Active listening (both what is being said and the unstated messages being sent) (Morrison 

et al. 2002; Cavana et al. 2001) 

2. Questioning (using open and closed questions in combination) (Cavana et al. 2001; 

Morrison et al. 2002) 

3. Paraphrasing (repeating back what was said to ensure validity) (Cavana et al. 2001) 

4. Probing (Cavana et al. 2001) 

5. Observation of nonverbal behavior (Cavana et al. 2001) 

6. Making the interviewee feel comfortable and at ease in the interview environment 

(Cavana et al. 2001). 

7. It is important that the interviewer allows time to build a rapport with the participant and 

to share the purpose of the interview (Cavana et al. 2001). It is also vital that the 

interviewer does not lead the interview as it will bias any conclusions drawn from the 

interview (Davis 2000; Morrison et al. 2002). 
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The limitations of focus groups as a research method include: 

 Participants may feel concerned about confidentiality issues (Stokes and Bergin 2006) 

 Participants may be worried that they might say something to embarrass themselves in 

front of the group or may be reluctant to discuss sensitive issues (Stokes and Bergin 

2006) 

 ‗Over claiming‘ of those within the group can occur due to social pressures within the 

group (Stokes and Bergin 2006) 

 Respondents may publicly agree with issues while privately disagreeing (Stokes and 

Bergin 2006; Davis 1997) 

 Possibility of interviewer bias needs to be considered (Garrison et al. 1999; Sekaran 

2000; Davis 1997) 

 Generalizability is low (Polonsky and Waller 2005; Davis 1997) 

 Analysis of data is subjective and open to interpreter bias (Zikmund 2003) 

 As the participants of the focus group were teenagers, the researcher reinforced the 

importance of confidentiality regarding what was discussed during the focus group and 

ensured that all participants felt included in the discussion and that no one person 

dominated the forum. 

 

Bias is the term given to inaccuracies or errors in data (Sekaran 2000). The following strategies 

were employed by the interviewer to avoid any bias in this study; 
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 The interviewer was well prepared for the interviews and had pretested the questions 

prior to the focus groups and in-depth interviews (Saunders et al. 2003). 

 The interviewer was conscious of not leading or responding to questions in a positive or 

negative manner (Cavana et al. 2001). 

 The interviewer ensured that the interviewee is comfortable with the setting for the 

interview (Sekaran 2000). 

 The interviewee was assured that the information discussed would remain confidential 

(Sekaran 2000). 

 

3.6. Data analysis 

 

The data analysis was performed following the interpretative phenomenological analysis and 

Interpretative. Phenomenological analysis was first articulated as an approach to qualitative 

research by J. Smith (1994), and it is described as being concerned with examining the details of 

individual lived experience, and how individuals make sense of that experience. Attempts to 

investigate lived experience using systematic procedures which emphasize the interpretative 

features of analysis (Eatough & Smith, 2006). However, also accepts the impossibility of directly 

accessing the participants‘ experiences as such an exploration utilizes the researcher‘s own 

perspectives; therefore, phenomenological analysis can only ever be an interpretation of the 

participants‘ experiences (Willig, 2001),  
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. During the First stage, the researcher attempts to identify themes that seem to categorize trends 

seen within the text. In the second stage, the researcher attempts to introduce structure by 

thinking about the themes in relation to one another. It is likely that some of the themes will form 

clusters or concepts with share meanings while others may demonstrate hierarchical 

relationships. These clusters are given labels which capture the essence of the themes. During the 

third stage of analysis the researcher develops a summary of the themes along with quotations 

which demonstrate each theme. The researcher‘s decisions regarding which themes to include 

are influenced by the researcher interests and focus. The numbers of clusters and themes are 

entirely dependent on the text and can vary significantly. Finally, after the researcher develops 

the summary of themes and theme clusters for each participant, the researcher will then work to 

integrate the cases into a list of ―master themes‖ which reflect the experiences of the participants 

as a whole. Again, the number of master themes identified in any one study can vary, and 

ultimately should reflect the data from which they are derived. 

3.8. ETHICAL ISSUES 

There are six ethical issues that need to be considered when undertaking research of this nature. 

They are: 

 informed consent of the participants 

 voluntary participation without coercion or deception 

 confidentiality and anonymity 

 potential for harm 

 communicating the results and 

 Ethical issues specific to the study, in this case the collection of data from individuals 

who are above the age of 18 years (Polonsky and Waller 2005; Cooper and Schindler 

2006; Davis 2000). 
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4. Chapter Four 

Findings 

4.1.   INTRODUCTION 

 

The following section analyses the data gained from the focus groups and in depth 

interviews and links the findings and statements to research question. A summary of their 

comments and attitudes towards Purpose in life 

 

4.1.1. SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

 

This study seeks to understand student‘s purpose in life. Table 1 summarizes the sample for the 

focus groups which consists of students registered as undergraduates at the institution and was 

within two semesters of graduating from the institution  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



47 
 

Table 1 Sample characteristics of focus group participants 

NO Sex Age Field of study Academic 

Year  

1 Female 24 Law 5 

2 male 22 Psychology  3 

3 Female 21 Sociology 3 

4 male 23 Geography  3 

5 male 21 Theatrical Art 3 

6 Female 25 Law 5 

7 Female 21 Psychology 3 

8 Male 23 Journalism 3 

9 Female 22 Sociology 3 

10 Male 23 Geography 3 

11 Male 21 Social work 3 

12 Female 21 Theatrical Art 3 

 

The average age of the focus group participant was 22, and all of the focus group participants are 

graduating students. Most of the participants had three academic Year of experience in the 

university and both female and male participants are equal number. 
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4.2. Analysis OF student’s purpose in life 

 

The results section is organized by the primary domains that were covered in the Research 

question. These domains include understanding and finding out their purpose in life, being 

interested to pursue the purpose in life, and Career, and engaging activities and conversation 

related to their life purpose. 

 

4.2.1. Students Understanding of their purpose in life 

 

This domain involves the students‘ attempts to understand the concepts of purpose in life as well 

as rating the degree to which they believe a having a purpose could add to a meaningful life.   

The students seemed to struggle with this task and many changed their minds about their position 

in the midst of responding. Many of the students reported that meaning of life and purpose in life 

are Similar but not quite the same; however, the majority of these students experienced 

significant difficulty when attempting to explain the differences and similarities. A substantial 

portion of the students indicated that meaning and purpose are exactly the same, and another 

indicated that they thought they are Entirely Different. Two students initially began by stating 

that the concepts are different, but in attempting to delineate them then decided that they are in 

fact similar or the same. 

 

One theme which student‘s attempts to differentiate these terms was that purpose is a more 

subjective or action-oriented aspect to individual (what you should or have to do), whereas 
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meaning is more of an objective or thoughts/feelings oriented experience (i.e. ‘what a life means 

to you‘). The following is an example of such a response: 

 

―Um, purpose would be like something you almost have to do, meaning of life would be 

like what it means to you, how you think about it. It‘s your opinion basically.‖ 

(Participant Twelve - External/Internal) 

 

However, it is important to note some of the responses coded in this manner required 

interpretation given that the students‘ were struggling to express their thoughts. Here is an 

example of a response which was less obvious, but still coded according to the External/Internal 

dichotomy: 

 

―I think that they are same and different. Because purpose in life is more, I don‘t 

know how to word it. Purpose in life is more like worth something and meaning is 

sort of personal.‖ (Participant Six - External/Internal) 

 

One participant who fell along the External/Internal dichotomy also brought in an additional 

unique interpretation. She expressed that purpose is doing an Enjoyable Task and that meaning is 

more about being able to Find Enjoyment: 

 

―Well purpose in life it‘s just like that‘s when you do what you want and its really fun, 

and meaning of life it‘s just like even if the thing that you do each day isn‘t fun you look 

forward to the things that are fun in the day.... It‘s like there‘s always meaning within 
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your life purpose but there isn‘t always purpose living life.‖ (Participant Eight- and 

Enjoyable Task/Finding Enjoyment) 

 

Other themes of differentiation only appeared in singular responses; however, given the 

complexity of the question several of these singular responses are worth examining in depth as 

well. One unique response involved meaning of life and purpose in life along a Continuum with 

purpose on one end, meaning in other end. 

 

―I think meaning of life is in between purpose in life and calling... So purpose in life, it 

fulfills you, it makes you satisfied to do something, it gives you reason to keep going. 

Calling is like you are destined to do that, that‘s what you‘re supposed to do. And then 

meaning mining of life is like you‘re meant to do something but it makes you happy.‖ 

(Participant Four –satisfaction) 

 

Another student described purpose in life in terms of Action, and meaning of life in terms of 

Completing or accomplishing your purpose: 

 

―Purpose in life is like, I have a purpose to do it and it‘s helping someone out. So, but 

Meaning of life is just like getting it done I guess.‖ (Participant Eleven - 

Action/Completion) 
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Personal Application of Meaning: This category deals with the students Exposure and 

experience of what it would be like to have a purpose in life. The primary themes which emerged 

for this topic were Desire & Enjoyment and Helping Others. Half of the students indicated that if 

they purpose in life was that this would involve Enjoyment and Desirability. 

 

―I think a meaningful life is like having a good job and being happy with what you have.‖ 

(Participant Eight - Desire& Enjoyment) 

 

―I‘m not sure on this, but I think it would be what I really want. Like, that‘s what I think I 

should do. And when I‘m at my career and working, I‘ll feel good about it. I‘ll feel 

headstrong and I won‘t have any regrets about it.‖ (Participant Six - Desire & Enjoyment) 

 

Some of the student discussed Helping Others in terms of having a meaningful career: 

 

―Something that I could have that would be a lot of help for me, and a lot of help for 

other people...‖ (Participant Six - Helping Others) 

 

Students also mentioned Importance, Reason, and Financial Support as aspects potentially 

involved in a meaningful life as a purpose for them. The following are examples of these 

responses: 

 

―It‘s important because I like want to feel that I‘m there for a reason, and that‘s the 

meaning of it.‖ (Participant One - Importance and Reason) 
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―I don‘t know. Like have meaning, like you need a job. And you get the money that you 

need to live a good life.‖ (Participant Three - Financial Support) 

 

Finally, singular responses included feeling needed, serving a purpose, and being worthwhile 

 

Purpose in life and personal goals: This domain represents students‘ descriptions of deriving 

personal goal from one‘s purpose in life. They discussed what their purpose it might mean and 

attempted to apply it to their own lives and personal goals. Their responses were fairly varied, 

and often tended to include the word ―meaning‖ itself. The two most common themes were 

Means Something and Helping or Giving Meaning to others  

 

―If a personal goal has meaning then it means something to you.‖ (Participant six - Means 

Something) 

 

―Um, if it had meaning to you I think you would just like care about it a lot, and be able 

to be like, if someone was falling behind on work you could help them get back up and 

help your job. And then if it was like meaningful to others and was like helping them out 

a lot.‖ (Participant Two - Helping or Giving Meaning to Others) 

 

Other themes included Importance and Desire & Enjoyment. The following passages are 

examples of these various response types: 
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―Like, maybe it‘s like important to you.‖ (Participant Ten - Importance) 

 

―Then it would, like, have to do with what you wanted to do and not having it be boring 

and having it what you want it to be [...]‖ (Participant Two - Desire & Enjoyment) 

 

―Like, you like it and you want to have the goal. You‘re not just bored all the time.‖ 

(Participant Five - Desire & Enjoyment) 

Finally, singular responses included: identity (it is an important part of your identity), would 

involve self-improvement/education, meant for you, that it is the purpose of the goal, history 

(passed through family), personal perspective, and that it would add meaning in life. 

 

4.2.2. Students showing interest to pursue their Purpose in life? 

 

This category represents participants‘ interest regarding pursuing their purpose in life. The 

primary themes which emerged were Helping Others, Desire & Enjoyment, and Reason. Other 

less common themes included Destiny, Fit, Adding to Purpose in Life, and Not Knowing. 

Students described Helping Others as being a way of interested on their purpose in life. 

 

―Like if you are interested in your purpose I feel like you would be helping it a lot and 

you‘d be very beneficial to it. Being able to help it out a lot.... To me with a purpose that 

would have an impact on other would mean like and being interested help others? Or 

keeping people or, like, companies up.‖ (Participant Two - Helping Others) 
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Participants indicated that they thought Enjoyment or Desire to do your work leads to feeling 

meaningful in your life. 

 

―Yeah. [It‘s] something that you like to do.‖ (Participant Eleven - Desire &Enjoyment) 

 

Another of students thought that being interested on a sense of purpose from work meant that 

you feel you have a ‗Reason‘ for being there. 

 

―Purpose can mean like, it gives you a reason to go to work every day and it‘s like, that‘s 

why you want to cause it makes you feel good inside and interested‖ (Participant Four -

Reason) 

 

Ten percent of participants indicated that being interested on a sense of purpose from your work 

and activities means that you meant to do it or that it is your purpose in life, similar to responses 

regarding being interested to pursue their purpose. The following passage involves this theme of 

Fit: 

. 

―It‘s to find something that is really good for you and meant for you. And something that 

you find interesting, exciting, intriguing  Or if you really like it, like man that was fun, 

but it just doesn‘t seem right for me. It just motivates you to find something that‘s meant 

for you.‖ (Participant Six - Fit) 
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Another students indicated that a in order to be interested on your sense of purpose it has to be 

something that can be added to you career and personal life  

 

―So it adds something to your life and people like it when you‘re doing that, whatever 

that career is.‖ (Participant Seven - Adds Purpose in Life) 

 

Two students indicated that they just did not know whether they are interested to pursue their 

purpose or not (Not Knowing). Finally, there were also several singular responses for defining 

interest on purpose in life. These included the following themes: literal definition of purpose, 

attitude, adds to purpose in life, and feeling fortunate. 

 

Prior Exposure to Purpose: This category includes the participants‘ descriptions of exposure 

to the concept of finding a sense of purpose from one‘s career. The themes which emerged were 

learning from Family Members, Learning from Teachers, Never Taught, and Learning from 

Youth Pastor. 

 

The students indicated having learned about deriving a sense of purpose in careers from a Family 

Member (parents, uncle, and grandparents). Some examples of what they reported learning were: 

             ―Never give up‖ on your career goals and that a career should ―Provide and Support‖. 

 

―My grandfather, my mom, my grandma, my uncle [taught me] to never quit. Everything 

you do is going to turn in to something else. Once one door closes another door opens.‖ 

(Participant Five - Family, Never Give Up) 
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―A little [my grandparents and my mom] say to support your family, support everything 

that you do, be able to basically care for yourself.‖ (Participant Twelve - Family, Provide 

and Support) 

 

Another students reported learning about purpose in careers from their Teachers, primarily 

through example (i.e. learning from their teacher‘s satisfaction and that helping is important), but 

also through verbal messages as seen below. 

 

―Some teachers have talked to me about it, like my sixth grade teacher, he always talked 

about having a purpose.  [I learned] to never give up really. Just to keep pushing towards 

what you believe in and what you think you can get to.‖ (Participant Two - Teachers, 

Never Give Up) 

 

A large portion of students indicated that they had not learned about purpose in careers from 

anyone (Never Taught). Finally, two students (10%) indicated that they learned about purpose in 

careers from their Youth Pastor at church. One of these students indicated that Helping Others 

was emphasized, the other student expressed that his youth pastor serves a Role Model to him in 

finding purpose in work. 

 

―My pastor, and like, I don‘t know, we talk about like careers and jobs and like, how that 

affects what you do with your life and everything, ‘cause for a lot of people that is their 

life.‖ (Participant Nine - Pastor, Role Model) 
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4.2.3. Students engaged in activities related to their purpose in life 

 

This category includes students‘ responses to being asked to consider their own future career 

goals and what it would be like if they derived a sense of purpose from their work. There were 

numerous themes conjured in this category though some students seem to have some difficulty 

expressing their thoughts. The two most common themes which emerged were Enjoyment and 

Helping Others. Other less common themes included: Not Knowing, Attitude, Financial, 

Recognition/Pleasing Others, and Fulfillment. 

 

Students discussed Enjoyment in terms of deriving purpose from their own work. The following 

are example responses involving the theme of Enjoyment. The second passage is also good 

example of a student having some difficulty discerning his thoughts about the concept of 

purpose. 

 

―Umm, I think I would be good, like I think I would be happy most of the days, and just 

like, have fun. And it‘s like, some people like teaching, they don‘t get paid a lot but they 

love what they do...‖ (Participant Eighteen - Enjoyment) 

 

―Had purpose. It would just be fun. I can‘t really think right now.‖(Participant Twenty - 

Enjoyment) 

 

Participants expressing that Helping Others would be an important source of purpose for them in 

their future careers.  
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―I would like it, I mean if I could help someone out that‘s just more being on the cake for 

you. So helping anyone out when you can.‖ (Participant Eleven – Helping Others) 

 

Students‘ indicated that they do not know what it would be like for them to gain purpose from 

their future careers (Not Knowing). However, two of these students did eventually proceed to 

make conjectures as to what it might be like for them, which were coded accordingly. Two 

participants discussed a sense of purpose as being a product of a positive Attitude towards work. 

 

―I think how you think of it, your mental attitude, definitely. You could think of it as the 

worst job in the world or you could think of it as you know hey this is a really good 

opportunity for me.‖ (Participant Twelve - Attitude) 

 

Financial Support and getting Recognition & Pleasing Others were both expressed by 

participants as sources for a sense of purpose. 

 

―Like paying for bills and stuff [...] so just making you feels comfortable and like you can 

provide your way.‖ (Participant Three - Financial Support) 

 

―I think I would look forward to doing that thing because I would feel like I was doing 

that right and people would be happy when I did that. And they would enjoy me being 
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there with them and doing that job.‖ (Participant Seventeen – Recognition & Pleasing 

Others) 

Other students indicated that they would find their career Fulfilling:\\ 

 

―It‘d be like fulfilling cause then, you know that you had something and you‘re there 

[...]‖ (Participant One - Fulfillment) 

 

Finally, other singular responses included ability (being very good at their job), feeling needed, 

and progressing faster in their career due to purpose. 
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5.  Chapter Five 

5.1. Discussion 

 

The results of this study broaden the understanding of students‘ perceptions of the purpose in 

life, as well as some of the more foundational aspects of career development. The discussion was 

begin with examining some of the more general and foundational findings, and then explore the 

findings regarding purpose in life more specifically. 

 

The ways in which participants discussed their purpose in life were highlighted throughout this 

study, While the multiple aspects of participants‘ had more explicit conversation about 

Understanding of purpose in life and the participants in this study provided numerous thoughts 

and opinions regarding meaning of life and purpose in life. Interestingly, the levels of thought 

and sophistication of responses to these concepts seemed to vary fairly significantly across the 

sample. The participants‘ discussion of the meaning and purpose in life provides support to the 

theme of ―How ought I to live, What should I do to have a good, happy, fulfilling, and 

meaningful life‖ (Haidt, 2006, p. 218), given that the students did have unique and reasonably 

sophisticated thoughts about these concepts, it seems likely that they had considered them on 

some level prior to the interview. And yet, given the difficulty many of them experienced 

discussing these themes, it appears that students may still be in the early stages of understanding 

these concepts. 
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The theme of Helping Others was common across multiple topics (including purpose) and 

finding a career that helped community was expressed to be at least somewhat important by all 

twelve participants. This finding may suggest that Welkener and Bowsher (2012) agreed with 

this aspect of Young adult career goals, or it could simply be indicative of something that has 

changed in the aspirations of adolescents  

 

The students‘ definitions of purpose in life hit on many of the themes in the existing literature. 

Responses indicating that meaning and purpose are exactly the same seemed to support Ryff and 

Singer‘s (1988) tactic of using the terms meaning and purpose interchangeably. Other responses 

of explaining meaning and purpose in terms of an Internal/External dichotomy seemed to fit with 

aspects of the definitions offered by Damon, Menon, and Bronk (2003); Kosine, Steger, and 

Duncan (2008); Steger and Dik (2010).  

 

The theme of Attitude which emerged in discussions of meaning fit well with the definition of 

meaning offered by Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, and Schwartz (1997) which suggested that 

meaningfulness, with respect to work, is less about what an individual does, and more about their 

own perceptions of what they do. This definition also could arguably relate to the internal aspect 

of the Internal/External dichotomy theme (which described purpose in life as one‘s perception of 

or attitude toward their work), and with one students‘ explanation of purpose in life being about 

finding the enjoyment in one‘s work. Interestingly, (Kosine et al., 2008) suggested that it is 

becoming increasingly important for individual‘s to search for a ―reason‖ for doing the work that 

they do, and the theme of Reason was unique to the students‘ discussion of purpose in life.  

 



62 
 

However, some students‘ really struggled to describe these terms, which likely suggests that this 

level of abstract thinking may be difficult at this age level. Additionally, some students‘ 

responses seemed to represent new and unique themes not present in the current literature, such 

as the Continuum (which incorporated calling), Action/Completion, and Reason/Impact themes 

for explaining meaning and purpose. 

 

The students‘ descriptions of a purpose in life also seemed to fit well overall with existing ideas 

in the literature. The themes of Destiny, Compelling Force, and Helping Others were all quite 

consistent with the definitions of Dik and Duffy (2009). Additionally, while the participants did 

not spontaneously discuss meaningfulness or purposefulness when defining career, when the 

topics of purpose in life were later addressed, several participants related them back to the 

definition of a purpose and career  

 

 Most students did not identify the theme, transcendent summons, which may suggest that this is 

only a factor for some of the participants (consistent with the thoughts of Hall and Chandler, 

2005). Finally, as with purpose in life, students‘ also discussed multiple other themes which were 

not specifically present in Dik and Duffy‘s definition of a purpose in life – such as enjoyment, 

desire, ability, interests, and fit. It is arguable that these concepts are inherent in the idea of 

meaningfulness included in Dik and Duffy‘s definition, but they are not explicitly stated. 

 

In conclusion, this sample of adolescents definitely seemed capable of formulating relatively 

complex and abstract ideas about the definitions of the concepts of purpose in life. Some of the 

students seemed more advanced than others in this realm, which is to be expected with any group 
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of individuals, especially one in developmental flux. Additionally, some participants even 

suggested interesting and insightful ideas regarding these concepts that had not been addressed 

specifically in the literature. It appears that these concepts tend to be highly personalized, and 

while there certainly seems to be some level of general agreement about their meanings, some 

paradigms are naturally going to fit better with a person‘s individualized ideas than others. 

 

5.2. Conclusion and implication 

 

Purpose in life Overall, most participants reported having heard of the concept of finding a 

―purpose‖ for their life. They discussed many ideas for what this concept means, with the most 

central being the themes of Destiny, Desire & Enjoyment, and Ability. Other themes included 

Compelling Force, Interests, and Fit. Over half of the students indicated that they had not put 

much thought into their future careers being their purpose in life, but most of them indicated that 

this is something they will likely think about at some point in their lives. Nearly half of the 

students indicated that they have thought about their future careers being a purpose in life. When 

the students hypothetically considered their careers being purpose, the central themes they 

discussed were Desire & Enjoyment and Ability. Other themes included Destiny, Strivings, and 

Fit. 

 

Understanding Purpose in life, when asked about understanding a sense of purpose from their 

life, the primary themes which emerged were Helping Others, Desire & Enjoyment, and Reason. 

Other less common themes included Destiny, Fit, Adding to Purpose in Life, and Not Knowing. 

Many students indicated that they had learned about purpose in careers from their parents, other 
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family members, pastors and teachers, but some stated that no one had taught them about this 

concept. When students were asked about their own hypothetical careers giving them a sense of 

purpose the most common themes they discussed were Enjoyment and Helping Others. Other 

less common themes included Not Knowing, Attitude, Financial, Recognition/Pleasing Others, 

and Fulfillment. 

 

Finding purpose in their future career seemed to be somewhat more challenging for the students 

to define. Their responses tended to be more vague, and several included the word ―career and 

purpose‖ itself. The two most common themes students discussed were Means Something and 

Helping or Giving Meaning to Others. Other themes included Importance and Desire & 

Enjoyment. When discussing a personal application of meaning t0o their own hypothetical 

careers, the primary themes they discussed for this topic were Desire & Enjoyment and Helping 

Others. Other themes included Importance, Reason, and Financial Support.  

 

Participants seemed to struggle to differentiate between meaning of life and purpose in life. This 

was an interesting finding given that the themes which emerged in discussions of each concept 

separately were almost entirely unique from one another. Most of the students indicated that they 

felt the two concepts are similar to one another, but not exactly the same. Several interesting 

themes emerged in students attempts to compare meaning and purpose - these included 

External/Internal, Continuum, Reason/Impact, Action/Completion, and Conflict. Common 

themes 
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The findings of this investigation point to several important directions for future research. To 

start, a study could be designed overcome some of the aforementioned limitations of the current 

study. Perhaps it might also be interesting to investigate between-group differences in a larger 

sample size, such as investigating differences in gender, ethnicity, or religiosity. A less-

structured interview with more time to delve into details, or a survey method, may also yield 

additional rich data. Research on meaning and purpose also could be conducted in a more 

longitudinal, or cross-sectional, fashion in order to gain a more understanding of the process 

individuals may go through as they embark on their career paths. Given the influential role of 

parents in adolescent career goals, a study could be designed which examines the relationship 

between Purpose in life and career goal, and the roles of these concepts 

 

Given the research support for the importance of developing a sense of purpose in one‘s life, 

developing interventions which address this, and measuring the efficacy of such an intervention, 

would be an exciting option in future research. Perhaps the data from this study could be utilized 

to inform an outcome measure developed to target this topic on a developmental level 

appropriate for adolescents. This measure could incorporate the findings to develop items that 

explore topics such as the extent to which participants have thought about meaning, purpose, and 

calling, their confidence in understanding what these terms mean, or the extent of their desire to 

experience meaning and purpose in life. This type of outcome measure could then be utilized to 

investigate the effectiveness of both clinical and educational interventions designed to emphasize 

purpose in life, and career.  
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Purpose in life infused career intervention could be in a group setting, such as a workshop or in a 

classroom, or a one-on-one basis such as with a career counselor or a parent. It could be as 

simple as specifically broaching the topic of meaning and purpose in careers, or as complex as a 

structured workshop or educational curriculum involving activities and assignments. Either way, 

given the individualized nature of the student‘s definitions and descriptions of the concepts of 

purpose in life  

 

 In the current study, it would likely be most beneficial to address these topics in a way that 

encourages clients or participants to discuss their own thoughts and beliefs about these concepts 

prior to exposure to concrete definitions. Potential definitions for the concepts could be offered 

after a discussion, but not imposed upon the clients or participants. Given the complexity of 

these definitions, in interventions with adolescents they would likely be best understood if 

explained by way of examples and anecdotes. In both an individual and group setting it will be 

helpful to emphasize the importance of finding meaning and purpose in one‘s life. Clinicians and 

facilitators should discuss why purpose in life matter, and the potential positive benefits that tend 

to coincide with finding a sense of meaning and  

 

A potential assignment requesting participants or clients to interview an influential person in 

their lives about that person‘s own life process could provide an important modeling experience 

for adolescent participants. This type of assignment could also encourage parental figures to 

engage in discussions about these topics with their adolescent children. Another option for 

modeling might be for counselors or facilitators to discuss personal experiences with meaning 

and purpose, or to incorporate guest speakers into workshops. In a clinical setting, counselors 
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could offer feedback to clients regarding any activities, assignments, or discussions of meaning 

and purpose of life. 

. 

Currently, there is no published research to the students searching knowledge on the efficacy of 

such a curriculum or treatment intervention with children, adolescents, or teenagers. Given the 

research available which suggests that finding meaning and purpose in life has major positive 

impacts on work and life satisfaction, it makes sense that teachers and career counselors should 

strive to incorporate these topics into their work with students and clients alike. In addition, it 

would also be beneficial for parents and other family members to engage in conversations about 

meaning and purpose in careers with their adolescent children. The findings of the current study 

provide strong support that adolescents are at a place in their lives and development in which 

discussions and interventions focused on the topic of purpose in life would very likely be 

significantly impactful in a positive way for their career development, career choices, and future 

career satisfaction. 

 

.  
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

The purpose in life test was developed by Crumbaugh and Maholick (1963) and designed to 

measure meaning and purpose in life. Meaning and values is attached to the person‘s work as a 

contribution to the society, not to the actual occupation. Thus we interpret purpose in life to 

mean that the individual has the responsibility to find a purpose in life within society‘s bounds 

by making free responsible choice among set alternatives. Therefore the following interview 

protocol was specifically designed to investigate the adolescents‘ prior experiences and exposure 

to meaning, purpose, and calling, their thoughts and beliefs about the meanings of the topics, and 

their projected application of the concepts to their own Purpose in life. The semi-structured 

nature of the interviews allowed for a less restricted exploration of these topics than would a 

survey, and in that respects the participant responses should provide rich information which can 

be utilized in further investigation of this topic 

Warm-up Questions 

1. Tell me a little about yourself. For example, field of study, their personality? 

2. What do you do really well? 

3. What makes you feel happy or satisfied? 

4. What matters to you? What do you care about? 

5. How do you describe your life starting from childhood up to now? 

6. What did you want to be when you were seven years old? How about now? 
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Main Question 

1. What do you think the word ―Purpose in life‖ means?  

2. Do you feel like you have purpose right now in your life? 

3. What is your goal in life? What have you accomplished that you are most proud of it? 

4. Are you satisfied with your life? What‘s been the most satisfying thing you‘ve ever done? 

5. What would yours ideal life look like? How can you make it happen? 

6. What Are You Willing to Struggle for? 

7. What completely absorbs your interest and attention? 

8. What do others say that you are meant to do with your life? 

9. What key skills have you picked up that are of most value to you? 

10. What unique abilities do you have that separate you from others? 

11. What have all your experiences over a lifetime prepared you for? 

12. How could you possibly use these experiences to help you accomplish your dreams and 

aspirations? 

13. Given your passions, experience and abilities, what career path would be an ideal fit for 

you? Where could I provide most value to others? 
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Appendix B 

አዲስ አበባ ዩኒቨርስቲ 

የትምህርትና ባህሪ ጥናት ኮላጅ 

የሳይኮልጂ ትምህርት ቤት 

 

የዚህ መጠይቅ ዓሊማ የከፍተኛ ደረጃ ተማሪዎች የቃሇ መጠይቅ ተጠቅሞ መረጃ ሇመሰብሰብ ነው፡፡ የቃሇ መጠይቁን 

ተጠቅሞ የተሰበሰበው መረጃ ሇጥናቱ አሊማ ብቻ የሚውሌ ነው። በዚህ ጥናት ውስጥ የእናንተ ተሳትፎ ሙለ በሙለ 

በፈቃደኝነት ሊይ የተመሠረተና የእናንተን ማንነትም ሆነ የምትሰጡት መረጃ ሚስጥራዊነት በፍፁም የተረጋገጠ ነው ፡፡ 

የምትሰጡት መረጃ በማንኛውም ሁኔታ ሇሦስተኛ ወገን የማይተሊሇፍ ሲሆን ጥናቱን የሚያካሄደው አባሌ ሇጥናቱ ዓሊማ ብቻ 

የሚጠቀምበት መሆኑን እንገሌፃሇን፡፡ ቃሇ መጠይቁን ከጀመራችሁ በኋሊ መቀጠሌ ካሌፈሇጋችሁ በማንኛውም ሰዓት 

የማቋረጥ መብታችሁ የተጠበቀ ነው፡፡ ቃሇ መጠይቁ ሊይ ሇቀረቡት ጥያቄዎች በቅንነትና በእውነት በመመሇስ 

እንድትተባበሩን እንጠይቃሇን፡፡ አጠቃሊይ መመሪያ እዚህ መጠይቅ ሊይ ስምና የግሌ አድራሻ ወይም የግሌ የሆኑ መረጃዎችን 

ሇመስጠት አይገደዱም፡፡ በምትሰጡት ምሊሽ ማንነታችሁ በምንም መንገድ አይታወቅም፡፡ የቀረበው መመሪያ ግሌጽ 

እንደመሆኑ መጠን እሱን በመከተሌ እውነተኛ የሆኑ ምሊሾችን እንድትሰጡን ትብብራችሁን እንጠይቃሇን፡፡ በጥናቱ ሊይ 

ሇመሳተፍ ፍቃደኛ ከሆናችሁ በተሰጠው ቦታ ሊይ በመፈረም ስምምነታችሁን ግሇጹ  

 

ፊርማ____________________ _____ __________  

 

 

 

ስሇትብብርዎ ከሌብ አናመሰግናሇን 
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መነሻ ጥያቄዎች  

1. ስሇ እራስህ/ሽ ሇመተዋወቅ የሚረዳን መረጃዎችን ግሇፅሌን? 

2. ምን አይነት ነገሮች ሊይ ጎበዝ ነህ/ሽ? 

3. ደስተኛ የሚያደርጉህ/ሽ ነገሮች ምንድናቸው? 

4. በህይወትህ/ሽ ትሌቅ ቦታ የምትሰጠው/ጪው ምንድን ነው? 

5. ህይወትህ/ሽ በአጭሩ እንዴት ትገሌፀዋሇህ/ሽ? 

6. በህፃንነትህ/ሽ ስታድግ/ጊ ምን መሆን ነበር የምትፈሌገው/ጊው? 

 

የቃሇ መጠይቅ ጥያቄዎች  

1. “በህይወት የምንኖረው ሇምክንያት ነው” የምንሇው ሇምን ይመስሌሃሌ/ሻሌ? 

2. አንተ/አንቺ በአሁኑ ጊዜ በህይወት የምንኖርበት ምክንያት አሇኝ ብሇህ ታስባሇህ/ሽ? 

3. በህይወትህ/ሽ አሊማህ/ሽ ምንድን ነው?  እስከዛሬ ድረስ ያሳካሃቸው/ሻቸው ግቦች አለ? 

4. በምትኖረ/ሪው ህይወት እርካታ አሇህ/ሽ? እስከዛሬ ድረስ በህይወትህ/ሽ ትሌቅ እርካታ የሰጠህ/ሽ ነገር ምንድን 

ነው? 

5. የወደፊት ህይወትህ/ሽ ምን እይነት የሚሆን ይመስሌሃ/ሻሌ?  እንዴት የምታሳካ/ኪው ይመስሌሃ/ሻሌ? 

6. ህይወትህ/ሽ ተስፋ ሳትቆርጥ/ጪ በተደጋጋሚ ጥረት የምታደርግ/ጊበት ነገር ምንድን ነው? 

7. አብዛኛውን ጊዜ ፍሊጎትህ/ሽን የሚስቡ እና ጊዜህ/ሽን የምታጠፋ/ፊባቸው ነገሮች ምንድን ነው? 

8. ላልች ሰዎች ስሊንተ/ቺ ሉመሰክሩበት የሚችለት ነገር ምንድን ነው? 

9. ሇራስህ/ሽ ትሌቅ ዋጋ ያሇው ተሰጥአ ወይም ችልታ ምንድን ነው? ከላልችስ በምን ትሇየሇህሽ ? 

10. እስከዛሬ ድረስ ያሇህ/ሽ የህይወትህ ሌምድ ሇወደፊት ምን ያክሌ አዘጋጅቶሃ/ሻሌ? 

11. ከየህይወት ሌምድ እንዲሁም ከችልታ በመነሳት ምን አይነት የስራ ዘርፍ የሚሆንህ/ሽ ይመስሌሃ/ሻሌ? 

 

 


