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Rapidly Aging Population
D A T A :  U . S .  C E N S U S

Age 65+
I n  t h e  n e x t  1 5  y e a r s  5 0 %  i n c r e a s e

Age 85+
I n  t h e  n e x t  3 5  y e a r s  2 0 0 %  i n c r e a s e
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When thinking about: 
Purpose in life

Trends in population aging
Overarching goal of our meeting

S&P
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#1: When evaluating the effect of work on health, 
is sense of purpose a mediator (or effect modifier)? 

#2: Would implementing policies that cultivate 
sense of purpose extend work life & health span?

S&P
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MEANING IN LIFE

Degree to which: 

people are directed and 

motivated by valued goals

P U R P O S E

Degree to which: 

people perceive their lives 

as making sense

C O H E R E N C E

Degree to which: 

people feel their existence is 

of significance, importance, 

and value in the world

S I G N I F I C A N C E

D E F I N I T I O N S

Martela & Steger (2016), Journal of Positive Psychology
George & Park (2016), Review of General Psychology
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MEANINGFUL WORK

Career that contributes to 

one’s life purpose

P U R P O S E F U L
W O R K

Work contributes to 

personal growth and one’s 

understanding of the 

world

C O H E R E N T
W O R K

Work serves a greater, self-

transcending purpose

S I G N I F I C A N T
W O R K

D E F I N I T I O N S
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#1: When evaluating the effect of work on health, 
is sense of purpose a mediator (or effect modifier)? 

#2: Would implementing policies that cultivate 
sense of purpose extend work life & health span?

S&P
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Adapted from: Kim, Delaney, & Kubzansky (in press)
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Adapted from: Kim, Delaney, & Kubzansky (in press)
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Adapted from: Kim, Delaney, & Kubzansky (in press)



19
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Adapted from: Kim, Delaney, & Kubzansky (in press)
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Adapted from: Kim, Delaney, & Kubzansky (in press)
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Theoretical Framework

Sense of  Purpose in Li fe  & 
Biobehavioral  Mechanisms

P r e v e n t i v e  H e a l t h c a r e  U s e
Kim, Strecher, & Ryff (2015), Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences

P h y s i c a l  A c t i v i t y
Steptoe & Fancourt (2019), Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences

≠  S m o k i n g  /  A l c o h o l
Lappan, Thorne, Long, Hendricks (2018), Nicotine Tob Res

D r u g  M i s u s e
Kim, Ryff, Brummett, Hassett, Yeh, Strecher, (R&R)

D i e t
Steptoe & Fancourt (2019), Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences

S l e e p ?
Kim, Hershner, Strecher (2015), J. Behavioral Medicine
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Theoretical Framework

Sense of  Purpose in Li fe  & 
Biobehavioral  Mechanisms

I n f l a m m a t i o n  ( M o d e r a t o r )
Friedman & Ryff (2012), J. Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci

G l u c o s e  R e g u l a t i o n
Hafez, Heisler, Choi, Ankuda, Winkelman & Kullgren (2018), Ann Behav Med

L o w e r  A l l o s t a t i c  L o a d
Zilioli, Slatcher, Ong & Gruenewald (2015), J. Psychosom Res

H i g h e r  H D L
Radler, Rigott, & Ryff (2018), Lipids Health Dis

≠  H e a r t  R a t e  V a r i a b i l i t y
Sloan et al (2017), Health Psychol

≠  A t h e r o s c l e r o s i s  /  C A C
Low et al. (2011), Psychosom Med

Shahabi et al., (2016) Psychosom Med



25

Theoretical Framework

Sense of  Purpose in Li fe
& Stress

Slower eye-blink startle reflect (lower stress reactivity)
Schaeer et al (2013), PLoS One

Less blood flow to amygdala & 
more to ventral anterior cingulate cortex

(in fMRI) 
Van Reekum et al (2007), J Cogn Neurosci

Daily diary for 8 days; 
less NA affect spike on days with stressors

Hill, Sin, Turiano, Burrow, Almeida (2018), Ann Behav Med

Coping (active problem-focused + proactive coping)
Miao & Gan (2019), J Pers

Peter et al (2015), Rehabil Psychol

Reduced decisional conflict
Kang, Strecher, Kim, Falk (2019), Health Psychol
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Theoretical Framework

Sense of  Purpose in Li fe
& Physical  Health Outcomes

C a r d i o v a s c u l a r  D i s e a s e
Cohen, Bavishi, & Rozanski (2016), Psychom Med

S t r o k e
Yu, Boyle, Wilson, Schnieder, & Bennett (2015), Stroke

Kim, Sun, Park, & Peterson (2013), J. Psychom Research

A l z h e i m e r ’ s  D i s e a s e /  C o g n i t i v e  I m p a i r m e n t
Boyle, Buchman, Wilson, Yu, Schneider, & mBennett (2012), 

Arch Gen Psychiatry

P h y s i c a l  F u n c t i o n
Kim, Kawachi, Chen, Kubzansky (2017), JAMA Internal Medicine

M o r t a l i t y
Alimujiang et al (2019), JAMA Network Open

Hill, Turiano, Spiro, & Mroczek (2015), Psychol Aging



27

Deeper Dive Into 1 Study:
Illustrative ExampleS&P
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Less than 50% of adults aged 65+ 
are up-to-date 

with core preventive services
<50% adults up to date with preventive services

U S  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  H E A L T H  A N D  H U M A N  S E R V I C E S
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Methods

• Study Objectives: Test if a stronger sense of purpose in life is associated with:
• More preventive dr. visits
• Fewer illness-based visits (e.g., hospitalizations)
• Over 6-year follow-up period

Optimism and Cause-Specific Mortality (in NHS) Methods

Kim, Strecher, & Ryff (2014) – Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences
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Methods

• Study Objectives: Test if a stronger sense of purpose in life is associated with:
• More preventive dr. visits
• Fewer illness-based visits (e.g., hospitalizations)
• Over 6-year follow-up period

• Study Population: Health and Retirement Study (N=7,168)

• Exposure: Purpose in life (Ryff – Purpose Subscale)

• Outcomes:
• Preventive (flu shots, colonoscopy, cholesterol test, mammogram, pap 

smear, prostate exam) 
• Ilness-based (# of nights hospitalized)

Optimism and Cause-Specific Mortality (in NHS) Methods

2006 2008 2010 2012
Kim, Strecher, & Ryff (2014) – Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences
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Methods: Statistical Analysis

• Statistical analysis: 
• Preventive Dr. Visits: Logistic Regression
• Illness-based Dr. Visits: GLM (negative binomial / log link)
• Missing Data: Multiple Imputation

• Models:
•Model 1 – age, race/ethnicity, marital status, education, total wealth, insurance 
status
•Model 2  – Sociodemographics + baseline health (hypertension, diabetes, 
cancer, lung disease, heart disease (heart attack, angina, congestive heart 
failure, or other heart problems), arthritis or rheumatism, stroke
•Model 3  – Sociodemographics + baseline health + psychological distress 
(depression, anxiety, hostility, negative affect)

Methods: Statistical Analysis

Kim, Strecher, & Ryff (2014) – Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences
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Sense of Purpose 
in Life and 

Healthcare Use

#  D R  V I S I T S

C O S T  P E R  
P H Y S I C I A N  V I S I T

#  N I G H T S  I N  
H O S P I T A L

C O S T  P E R  
O V E R N I G H T  

H O S P I T A L  S T A Y

Purpose and Sick-Care Use (Results)

O V E R A L L  &  I L L N E S S - B A S E D

-18% -39%

$224 $12,300

Kim, Strecher, & Ryff (2014) – Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences
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#1 – Does work (or volunteering) foster 
a sense of purpose in life? 

#2 – Does sense of purpose in life 
(or meaningful work) extend work life?

S&P
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Does Work Foster 
Sense of Purpose Life?

Pinquart (2002) – Ageing International
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Does Work Foster 
Sense of Purpose Life?

• Inconclusive evidence 
• Some cross-sectional and qualitative research

• Future research direction
• Might be asking the wrong question:

• Does work (yes/no) foster sense of purpose

• Right question might be:
• Do specific aspects of work foster sense of purpose 
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Does Work Foster 
Sense of Purpose Life?

• Inconclusive evidence 
• Some cross-sectional and qualitative research

• Future research direction
• Might be asking suboptimal question?

• Does working vs. not working foster sense of 
purpose

• Better question might be:
• Do specific attributes of work foster sense of 

purpose 
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Features of Work Associated 
with Meaningful Work

• Individual Level
• Job performance (+)
• Positive affect (+)
• Intrinsic motivation (+)
• Shared experiences (+) 

• Job Level
• Safe-fair conditions (+)
• Underemployment (-)
• Limited developmental opportunities (-)

Lysova, Allan, Dik, Duffy, Steger (2019) – J. of Vocational Behavior 
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Features of Work Associated 
with Meaningful Work

• Organizational Level
• Ethical leadership (+)
• Empowering leadership (+)
• Hierarchical (-) 
• Corporate social responsibility (+)
• Good workplace relationships (+)
• Access to healthcare (+)
• Adequate compensation (+)
• Match of organizational and family values (+)

Lysova, Allan, Dik, Duffy, Steger (2019) – J. of Vocational Behavior 
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#1 – Does work (or volunteering) foster 
a sense of purpose in life? 

#2 – Does sense of purpose in life 
(or meaningful work) extend work life?

S&P
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Does Volunteering Foster 
Sense of Purpose Life?
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#1 – Does work (or volunteering) foster 
a sense of purpose in life? 

#2 – Does sense of purpose in life 
(or meaningful work) extend work life?

S&P
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Meaningful Work and 
Reduced Turnover Intentions

Hu, Hirsh (2017), Academy of Management Proceedings 
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Meaningful Work and Increased Commitment
& Reduced Withdrawal Intentions

Allan, Batz-Barbarich, Sterling, Tay (2019), Journal of Management Studies 
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#1 – Why might employers care about fostering
a sense of purpose in life / meaningful work

among employees?

#2 – Can sense of purpose in life / meaningful 
work be enhanced?

S&P
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Disengagement at Work

Crabtree (2013), Gallup Poll 

Data: Gallup Poll (N= 73,752; 141 countries)
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Meaningful Work and Improved Outcomes on 
Key Business Metrics

Allan, Batz-Barbarich, Sterling, Tay (2019), Journal of Management Studies 
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Meaningful Work and Improved Outcomes on 
Key Business Metrics

Hu, Hirsh (2017), Academy of Management Proceedings 
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Healthier Workers & Lower Healthcare Costs?
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Management Consulting Companies Already 
Discussing Sense of Purpose Widely



58

#1 – Why should employers care about fostering
a sense of purpose in life / meaningful work

among employees?

#2 – Can sense of purpose in life / meaningful 
work be enhanced?

S&P
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Job Crafting

Wrzesniewski, Dutton (2001)

Employees proactively redesign their jobs to 
enhance the fit between 
1) Employees skills with job requirements 
2) Employees needs with work opportunities

Employees Proactively Change:
1) Tasks 
2) Relations 
3) Appraisal of Work



60

Job Crafting Increases Retirement Age?

Lichtenthaler, Fischbach, 2016, Career Development International
Wille (2017), Working Paper
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Superordinate Framing

• Final results: Superordinate framing is an effective way to imbue 
seemingly unimportant tasks with meaning

• What is superordinate framing?
• Thinking about how one’s meaningless 

task at hand, and how it builds on 
other tasks (like a jigsaw puzzle) 
to achieve/unlock a higher purpose 

• Example: A hospital administrator

Yoon, Whillans, O’Brien (2019), Working Paper
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Superordinate Framing

• 4 Experiments (N=3,502)

• Prompt: Participants asked to think of “meaningless task”

• Assigned to 1 condition:

• 1st condition: Asked participants to consider broader purpose of a task
• Result: Backfired - many participants found it difficult to associate 

unimportant tasks with an important overarching purpose
• Tasks rated as less: enjoyable, meaningful, and motivated

• 2nd condition: Asked participants to think of “meaningless task” in relation to 
other tasks which fit together (like a puzzle) to achieve/unlock a larger purpose 
• Results: = more enjoyable, meaningful, motivated

Yoon, Whillans, O’Brien (2019), Working Paper
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Can Purpose / Meaningful Work Be Enhanced?
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Future Directions: Basic Science

• Research Infrastructure
• Centralized database of existing cohort studies that have data on 

work attributes AND health
• Add work attribute, meaningful work, purpose items to existing 

cohorts

• Research Questions
• What impact is “gig economy” & automation having on meaningful 

work? 
• Work stress  increased risk of CVD

• Does meaningful work act as a buffer?
• Burnout from nurses 

• Is meaningful work a buffer?
• RCT: Does job crafting delay retirement? 
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Future Directions: Translational Science

• Partner With Industry
• “People analytics” teams 

• Unique datasets
• Management consulting 

• They advise most of largest 
companies

• Facilitates dissemination?
• Directly with largest employers
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Future Directions: Translational Science

• Partner With Industry
• “People analytics” teams 

• Unique datasets
• Management consulting 

• They advise most of largest 
companies

• Facilitates dissemination?
• Directly with largest employers

• Might spur innovations
in given industry
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Rapidly Aging Population
D A T A :  U . S .  C E N S U S

Age 65+
I n  t h e  n e x t  1 5  y e a r s  5 0 %  i n c r e a s e

Age 85+
I n  t h e  n e x t  3 5  y e a r s  2 0 0 %  i n c r e a s e

Aging Population
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Not Just 
Numbers and Statistics
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What are the pathways?
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More Effective Teams: 
Google’s Project Aristotle 

Researchers measured team 
effectiveness in 4 ways: 

1) Executive evaluation of the  
team

2) Team leader evaluation of the 
team

3) Team member evaluate of the   
team

4) Sales performance against     
quarterly quota
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Self-Transcendent Purpose 
Fosters Academic Self-Regulation
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Self-Transcendent Purpose 
Fosters Academic Self-Regulation
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Viktor Frankl

“Those who have a why to live, can bear almost any how”
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Will to Live as Mechanism?

1. Does a stronger sense of purpose in life enhance people’s will to live? 

2. Does an elevated will to live motivate people to push past barriers?
-time consuming
-costly
-fear-inducing
-unpleasant or even painful

Will to live


	Slide Number 1
	Grandfather
	Trajectory of Purpose in Life - HRS
	Trajectory of Purpose in Life - HRS
	Trajectory of Purpose in Life - HRS
	Trajectory of Purpose in Life - HRS
	Aging Population
	S&P
	S&P
	Slide Number 10
	Agenda
	Agenda
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	S&P
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Theoretical Framework
	Theoretical Framework
	Theoretical Framework
	Theoretical Framework
	S&P
	<50% adults up to date with preventive services
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Methods: Statistical Analysis
	Purpose and Prev. Visits (Results)
	Purpose and Prev. Visits (Results)
	Purpose and Sick-Care Use (Results)
	Purpose and Healthcare Use in 2 Other Samples
	Purpose and Healthcare Use in 2 Other Samples
	Agenda
	S&P
	Does Work Foster �Sense of Purpose Life?
	Does Work Foster �Sense of Purpose Life?
	Does Work Foster �Sense of Purpose Life?
	Features of Work Associated �with Meaningful Work
	Features of Work Associated �with Meaningful Work
	S&P
	Does Volunteering Foster �Sense of Purpose Life?
	S&P
	Meaningful Work and �Reduced Turnover Intentions
	Meaningful Work and Increased Commitment�& Reduced Withdrawal Intentions
	Agenda
	S&P
	Disengagement at Work�
	Meaningful Work and Improved Outcomes on Key Business Metrics
	Meaningful Work and Improved Outcomes on Key Business Metrics
	Healthier Workers & Lower Healthcare Costs?
	Management Consulting Companies Already Discussing Sense of Purpose Widely
	S&P
	Job Crafting
	Job Crafting Increases Retirement Age?
	Superordinate Framing
	Superordinate Framing
	Superordinate Framing
	Can Purpose / Meaningful Work Be Enhanced?
	Agenda
	Future Directions: Basic Science
	Future Directions: Translational Science
	Future Directions: Translational Science
	Future Directions: Translational Science
	Aging Population
	Slide Number 71
	What are the pathways?
	Acknowledgements
	Slide Number 74
	More Effective Teams: �Google’s Project Aristotle 
	Self-Transcendent Purpose �Fosters Academic Self-Regulation
	Self-Transcendent Purpose �Fosters Academic Self-Regulation
	Slide Number 78
	Will to live

