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Abstract

Introduction The objective of this systematic review is to show the features of the recent research in cultivating
youth purpose in terms of purpose attributes, purpose determinants, and purpose interventions.

Methods We carried out a database search in both Web of Science and Scopus for relevant studies using 21 related
research terms. At last, 25 journal articles were encoded by the inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Results The results found that young adults purpose is frequently examined from three perspectives in the past
fifteen years, namely, psychological, sociological, and educational perspectives. From the psychological perspective,
the determinants of youth purpose explored in researches included moral identity, self-efficacy, prosocial beliefs,
intrinsic motivation, informative feedback, individual personalities and character strength, and health-risk behaviors.
The sociological perspective of purpose researches emphasizes on the determinants such as social desirability, family
support, parental trust, daily experiences, school support for community service, and student perceptions of teacher
supports and teacher competencies. Researchers with an educational perspective emphasize how academic achieve-
ment, education level, relationships with mentors, and extra-curricular activities involvement can enhance young
adults'sense of purpose.

Discussion The results provide three types of purpose interventions in cultivating youth life purpose: (1) motivating
individual positive emotions and character strengths (2), improving support from family, school, and other sources,
and (3) encouraging the willingness to participate in social activities. It will be useful for educators and administrators
seeking to understand and come up with reasonable and practical intervention measures to nurture young adults’life
purpose.

Keywords Purpose in life, Young adults, Purpose attributes, Purpose determinants, Purpose interventions, Systematic
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Introduction
Life purpose provides young adults with a moral com-
pass in their lives [2], as purposeful people are more
inclined to engage in activities with psychological well-
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environment for young adults to find purpose in life and
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work for it [54]. Since educators and administrators are
considered influential in cultivating youth purpose [72],
it may be significant for interventions in college to help
young adults understand the purpose in life so they, in
turn, can engage in a life purpose that aims to have posi-
tive effects on others and society [61]. As such, while
quantitative and qualitative methods identify what and
how purpose is related to individuals, standard-centered
and evaluation-focused approaches such as systematic
reviews have the potential to capture and describe the
purpose development and effective interventions in cul-
tivating life purpose [69]. Systematic reviews can pro-
vide specific information about existing research related
to current situations regarding individuals’ purpose and
corresponding educational measures, which can be help-
ful for educators and administrators to figure out valid
and appropriate interventions for fostering purpose in
life [64]. Extensive academic research articles identified
the relationship between life purpose and educationally
essential attributes (e.g.,[33, 39, 46, 50, 59]) and some
review articles have focused on the implications and
directions of these articles in the broader field of youth
purpose research [31, 33, 61, 78]. Having standardized
and systematic information on measuring purpose attrib-
utes, determinants, and interventions is essential to gen-
erate and sustain trust in cultivating purpose for young
adults. Thus, a systematic assessment of young adults’ life
purpose is vital as it will provide a much-needed foun-
dation for educators and administrators to come up with
reasonable and practical intervention measures in nur-
turing young adults’ life purpose.

Definition and feature of young adults’ life purpose

Purpose provides moral guidance for young adults to
show their strengths and virtues in life. For young adults,
a life built around a noble purpose is well spent [22]. Life
purpose is defined as a stable and universal intention,
which is to accomplish something meaningful to oneself
and produce expected consequences beyond oneself [18].
Scholars proposed two related concepts to better explain
the definition of purpose in life. The first is from the per-
spective of mental health, which is defined as people’s
overall satisfaction with life and assessment that they
realize their potential [34, 60]; the second purposeful
engagement refers to the extent to which a person finds
participation in activities in various areas of life meaning-
ful and valuable [72]. Having a purpose in life is a type
of self-judgment for whether human behavior is worth
it, and its significance lies in the contributions people
make to society rather than fulfilling their interests [13].
In other words, an intense and persistent purpose can
help individuals break free from negative emotions and
ultimately achieve their life goals. It is manifested in the
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youth’s willingness to take on social and moral respon-
sibilities, stimulate prosocial behavior, establish self-
esteem, and achieve better academic and life results [9,
14, 18, 43, 73]. Life purpose can motivate young adults to
continuously complete tasks, striving to achieve essen-
tial goals while contributing to beyond-the-self bodies
[20]. On the other hand, having a purpose in life can help
youth play a protective role when they experience dan-
ger, pressure, poverty, and other difficulties [5]. Young
adults who have a life purpose can alleviate the pain they
feel in different environments through meaningful goal
direction, which is also crucial for others around them
[8, 15]. On the contrary, the lack of life purpose will trig-
ger a series of developmental problems for young adults
and may also cause a lot of psychological problems and
destructive illegal behaviors, as well as social life obsta-
cles [1, 19]. Adolescence is regarded as the crucial period
in cultivating purpose [22]; that is to say, purpose in life
is an integral part of the formation of a healthy identity
in adolescence. Research has shown that life purpose is
formed and developed during adulthood [21], which
dictates young adults’ future life direction and moral
belonging. Besides, the formation and development of
life purpose vary with demographic information such as
young adults’ gender and age [9, 77].

Present systematic reviews on purpose

To date, four studies have systematically reviewed pur-
pose in life in the context of the positive development of
individuals. A systematic search and review found that a
higher reported sense of purpose is related to a range of
better health and well-being outcomes for older adults,
and it is testified that social and environmental factors
such as residence and marital status appear to influence
older adults’ experience of purpose [36]. Ribeiro et al.
[67] conducted a systematic literature review to identify
and analyze significant theoretical and empirical infor-
mation about associations between purpose in life and
conditions related to good aging or positive adaptation
in aging. They took life purpose as a moderator or resil-
ience resource between risks and adversities and good
adaptation. They found out that the studies revealed
robust associations between high life purpose scores and
lower outcomes (e.g., risk of death, disability, and sleep
disorders) as well as high purpose in life and positive out-
comes in health (such as cognition, emotional regulation,
and sense of adjustment). Moreover, AshaRani et al. [3]
conducted a systematic review of the conceptualization,
measures, and determinants of purpose in life among
older adults over 65 years old in the existing works of
literature. They conceptualized life purpose in six dif-
ferent ways and identified six main questionnaires and
semi-structured interviews used to capture the purpose
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and several determinants associated with purpose. While
taking promoting purpose in life as the cornerstone for
successful aging and better health outcomes, there are
no emphases and suggestions on how to cultivate the life
purpose of young people. Massey et al. [57] published a
systematic overview from various areas of psychology
about adolescent purpose content and purpose pursuit
since the publication of Nurmi’s review in 1991. They
explored and discussed the theories employed in these
studies, methods of goal measurement, and the find-
ings presented in the studies. Even though Massey, Geb-
hardt, and Garnefski’s (2008) research aim is similar to
this study, its reviewed articles range from 1990 to 2007,
which are out of step with the present times.

While these systematic reviews are informative of the
current state of research in purpose in life, they have two
shortcomings that the present review seeks to address.
First, the quality of the evidence for cultivating life pur-
pose was not evaluated against pre-determined crite-
ria. In other words, these systematic reviews need more
rational selection criteria and even enough quantities of
related articles. A standardized, systematic review allows
for the following characteristics: (1) clear topics and pur-
poses; (2) comprehensive retrieval strategies; (3) iden-
tified inclusion and exclusion criteria; (4) all selected/
excluded studies and their specific reasons; (5) evaluation
of the quality of the research methodology; and (6) report
findings in a uniform format [32]. Despite the growing
interest in youth purpose development and increasing
numbers of summaries or review articles, more sys-
tematic reviews on this issue must be conducted with
scientific collecting methods and unified evaluation cri-
teria. Second, these systematic reviews mainly focused
on elderly adults instead of the positive development of
young adults. They took purpose in life as a defense or
a confrontational power in the context. They discussed
it in a manner of good aging or positive adaptation in
the aging of elderly adults. Thus, the ignorance of con-
cerned groups may be problematic. Significantly, study-
ing whether and how young adults search for and identify
life purpose can help us to understand and predict their
positive development and dynamic behaviors and thus
aid the progress of theories of interventions for cultivat-
ing purpose.

Therefore, the present systematic review aims to find
out: (1) what kind(s) of purpose attributes of young
adults has been examined in empirical studies; (2) what
kind(s) of determinants has been found that have exerted
influences on the life purposes of young adults through
empirical studies; and (3) what kind(s) of educational
interventions has been proposed in cultivating the life
purposes of young adults.
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Methods

A systematic review was carried out. According to Grant
and Booth [27], systematic reviews are studies that notice
a comprehensive summary within a field identified sys-
tematically through identifying, selecting, synthesiz-
ing, and appraising all high-quality shreds of evidence.
Reviews of this type can assist researchers in answer-
ing research questions across a relatively narrow range
of quality-assessed studies [70]. As such, the studies
included in the present systematic review were investi-
gated and selected through journal articles aimed at fig-
uring out how life purpose is identified and developed
among young adults.

Identification strategy

The initial literature search was conducted in February
2023 and then repeated in March 2023, using Web of
Science and Scopus databases. The search strings were
combined according to the databases, considering the
“abstract, title, and keywords” search in Scopus and the
“topic” search in Web of Science. To best capture related
studies, the research terms were defined as: (“youth pur-
pose” OR “life purpose” OR “life’s purpose” OR “life of
purpose” OR “purpose in life” OR “purpose in adoles-
cence” OR “purpose during adolescence” OR “ideals in
life” OR “ideals of life” OR “learn for purpose” OR “pur-
pose for learning” OR “life goals” OR “personal goals”
OR “goal setting " OR “adolescent goal” OR “adolescent
purpose development " OR “aim in life " OR “finding
purpose” OR “purpose development” OR " development
of purpose” OR “developing purpose”) AND “educat*”.
After data searching, we selected peer-reviewed and
first-published journal articles in English from the sub-
ject category of social sciences, psychology, and arts and
humanities (2000-2023). The initial search with the key
terms noted yielded 2262 journal articles in the data-
base of Web of Science and 2023 journal articles in the
database of Scopus. In addition to research searched
from bibliographic databases, this study also includes
228 pieces of research not retrieved in either database.
All articles identified during the search were imported
into Notexpress (version 3.7.0.9296). After removing the
duplicated journal articles from further analysis, 3387
articles remained.

Screening and eligibility

The titles, abstracts, and keywords of the articles identi-
fied by the literature search were screened and assessed
one by one personally using the following inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Below are the criteria for the literature
to be eligible for use in this review.



Zhu et al. BMIC Psychology ~ (2024) 12:554

The inclusion criteria were:

(1) research objects include young adults, youth,
emerging adults, adolescents, middle and high
school students, college students, and graduates,

(2) studies relating purpose in life and including at least
one construct of purpose as described by Damon
(20],

(3) studies taking purpose as a dependent variable and
examining the causal relationship between life pur-
pose and other variables, and.

(4) empirical studies reported quantitative and/or qual-
itative research measuring outcomes.

The exclusion criteria were:

(1) studies only related to children, kids, pupils, the
aged, old people, the elderly, and particular groups
of young people (e.g., purpose exemplars, those
with certain diseases, high-ability/talented adoles-
cents, the youth of color living in urban, youth in
Catholic schools, impoverished youth),

(2) studies taking purpose in life as an independent
variable discussing a specific issue related to it (e.g.,
the influence of life purpose on substance use),

(3) studies tested the convergent validity of life purpose
scales,

(4) studies related to purpose profiles (e.g., descriptions
of status quos and group divisions of youth pur-
pose),

(5) studies centering on youth purpose in life under a
certain period of time or the specified backgrounds
(e.g. the Great Depression), and.

(6) studies are reviews, meta-analyses, conference pro-
ceedings, editorials, book chapters, unpublished
theses, author manuscripts, or letters to an editor.

Screening and eligibility involved two steps. The first
step involved screening titles, abstracts, and keywords
which reduced the set of studies to 283. To check inter-
coder reliability, two independent coders randomly
selected and screened a quarter of the remaining arti-
cles based on the criteria. They completed this step for
these papers, each making an independent judgment
depending on the inclusion and exclusion of informa-
tion stated above. The percentage agreement statistic
(25%=0.73; 50%=0.88; 75%=0.92; 100%=0.98) indicated
an acceptable level of reliability between their judg-
ments. Disagreements were discussed, and a consen-
sus was reached in all cases. The second step involved
assessing full-text articles, which reduced the set of
studies to 117. An information code scheme was devel-
oped in this step by the research team according to the
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aims of this study, which was used to collect the data
from the included articles. The information extracted
comprised the following aspects: (a) study characteris-
tics, such as authors’ affiliation, participants, countries,
and research methods, and (b) specific information
concerning research questions, namely, purpose attrib-
utes, influencing factors, and purpose interventions.
Two coders were assigned to each of the studies. They
read and recorded all of the articles based on their
understanding of the coding scheme while paying
close attention to the updates and adjustments of the
original scheme. As the information was extracted, two
coders further deleted articles with the following char-
acteristics: (a) studies that did not mention methods or
interventions for cultivating youth life purpose, and (b)
studies with only one of these information including
purpose attributes, determinants, and interventions.
Two coders performed a reliability check. They inde-
pendently evaluated each included study, and discrep-
ancies in scoring were discussed at calibration meetings
to arrive at a consensus (kappa=0.97). Finally, 25
papers were derived after full screening and eligibility
checks. Figure 1 shows the selection process of publica-
tions for the present study.

Data extraction and risk of bias assessment

Based on the research questions and the articles that
have been included, three data extracts related to life
purpose have been selected as table items, namely pur-
pose attributes, purpose determinants, and purpose
interventions. The encoded articles are not missing any
information related to these three items, so we do not
process the missing data. Also, we extracted the sample
size, age distribution, and gender ratio of each article to
fill in the table as supplementary information without
any inferences and assumptions. In addition, we also pay
attention to author information, publication time, back-
ground of research subjects, and research methods to
explore the basic characteristics of each selected article,
to get an overview of existing research on youth purpose.
The determination of the head of the code list, including
classifying the research perspective of each article, has
been discussed and modified by three authors, and it is
completed under the premise of reaching an agreement
(kappa=0.92). Information was extracted from each
report for textual summary and succeeding discussion,
and the final code scheme was determined (Table 1).
Through a joint discussion of the extracted data, we
found that the perspectives of the existing research on
the cultivation of young people’s life purpose are mainly
concentrated in three aspects, namely, psychological,
sociological, and educational.
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(n=2023)

~N |

Studies identified from database searching
(n=4513)

|

Studies after duplicate removed
(n=3387)

DATABASE

IDENTIFICATION

Screening of titles, abstracts and keywords
based on inclusion and exclusion criteria
(n=283)

Percentage agreement

SCREENING

25%=0.71; 50%=0.83; 75%=0.92; 100%=0.96

v
ELIGIBILITY
Full-text articles assessed for eligibility

(n=117)

v

Studies included in the analysis
(n=25)
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Fig. 1 Flow chart process selection adopted in the systematic review

Results

All studies were published in the last fifteen years and
three within the previous three years. The authors’ affili-
ation reveals that nearly all of the studies are co-authored
by researchers from both Human and Social Sciences and
Educational Psychology. Studies were conducted mainly
in North America, Europe, and Asia. A significant part
of the studies took place in schools or universities. Two
were conducted in more than one cultural context (No.3;
No.8). Participants’ ages were mainly between 11 and 25
years old, with only two studies including middle-aged
groups and the elderly (No.5; No.8). Three studies inves-
tigated female students or specific ethnicity participants
(No.2; No.14; No.19). The most frequent study design was
a quantitative survey, but a qualitative survey was also
frequently implemented (No.16; No.22; No.24), as well
as a multi-method approach (No.17; No.20). Only one
study consists of a longitudinal process of data collection
(No.7), and two studies involved investigations of sur-
vey groups other than students for further explanations
(No0.10; No.22). In academic researches, young adults’
purpose is frequently examined from three perspectives,
each emphasizing different aspects of purpose determi-
nants and interventions. Fifteen articles reported the

Other source
(n=228)

Page 5 of 15

Inclusion criteria:

(1) research objects include young adults, youth, emerging adults,
adolescents, middle and high school students, college students, and
graduates,

(2) studies relating purpose in life and including at least one construct
of purpose as described by Damon (2008) [20],

(3) studies taking purpose as a dependent variable and examining the
causal relationship between life purpose and other variables, and

(4) empirical studies reported quantitative and/or qualitative research
measuring outcomes.

Exclusion criteria:

(1) studies only related to children, kids, pupils, the aged, old people,
the elderly, and particular groups of young people (e.g., purpose
exemplars, those with certain diseases, high-ability/talented
adolescents, the youth of color living in urban, youth in Catholic
schools, impoverished youth),

(2) studies taking purpose in life as an independent variable discussing
a specific issue related to it (e.g., the influence of life purpose on
substance use),

(3) studies tested the convergent validity of life purpose scales,

(4) studies related to purpose profiles (e.g., descriptions of status
quos and group divisions of youth purpose),

(5) studies centering on youth purpose in life under a certain period of
time or the specified backgrounds (e.g. the Great Depression), and

(6) studies are reviews, meta-analyses, conference proceedings,
editorials, book chapters, unpublished theses, author manuscripts, or
letters to an editor.

Studies that did not mention methods or
interventions for cultivating youth life
purpose (n=53);

—— Studies with only one of these

information including purpose attributes,
determinants, and interventions (n=39);
Kappa=0.95(n=25)

cultivation of youth life purpose mainly focus on socio-
logical perspective (No.1; No.2; No.3; No.5; No.9; No.10;
No.11; No.12; No.14; No.16; No.18; No.19; No.20; No.22;
No.24), eight focused on psychological perspective (No.4;
No.5; No.7; No.8; No.13; No.17; No.21; No.23), and three
on educational perspective (No.6; No.15; No.25). Among
them, only one article mainly interferes with youth pur-
pose from two perspectives (No.5).

Psychological perspective of cultivating youth purpose

The characteristics of psychology in cultivating youth
purpose are mainly embodied in the attention to indi-
vidual psychological development, cognitive and emo-
tional factors, and the formation of self-consciousness.
From the psychological perspective, researchers have
explored the role of purpose in shaping young adults’
identity, promoting self-esteem and well-being, and
determining motivation, cognition, and behavior [20,
28, 29]. Scholars are primarily concerned with the cog-
nitive and emotional development of young adults
about life purpose and examine how young adults navi-
gate their inner worlds and processes. For example, in a
recent study, moral identity became a remarkable buff-
ering determinant for the longitudinal shift in political
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purpose among a group of high school students [30]. This
research concluded that adolescents with moral identity
might consider political activities crucial to whom they
are and tend to maintain their political purpose. Thus,
young adults should clarify their moral values and inte-
grate them with their developing identities to construct
political purposes [30, 51]. Another study revealed the
relationship between self-efficacy and adolescents’ search
for purpose and commitment to purpose. Its conclusion
indicated that general, college, and social self-efficacy
are significantly and positively associated with purpose
in life, with the prominent result showing that general
self-efficacy emerged as the most significant predictor
of youth purpose in life [23]. A large sample study pro-
posed that purpose in life is positively related to proso-
cial beliefs regardless of self-serving beliefs, and it is also
significantly related to intention to volunteer and volun-
teer behaviors [47], so both beliefs and intention should
be enhanced in an attempt to promote prosocial beliefs
in volunteer service training. Another study showed that
young adults’ purpose commitment and social contribu-
tion of purpose increased when they received informa-
tive feedback on their volunteering efforts even if they
started with relatively lower intrinsic motivation to par-
ticipate in service learning, and intrinsic motivation and
feedback both positively predicted students’ confidence
in purpose [68]. Similarly, research confirmed that proso-
cial motivation and frequency of volunteering exerted a
joint effect on purpose in life in that frequency of volun-
teering was not significantly related to life purpose when
young adults’ prosocial motivation was low unless their
pressure-based prosocial motivation increased [63]. It
is important to provide young adults with intrinsically
motivated experiences plus informative feedback that
supports their purpose formation during service work.
In addition, multiple purpose pathways for cultivating
youth purpose are proven to be effective due to different
individual personalities [33], for example, it is necessary
to promote adolescents’ proactive engagement, reaction
to significant life events, and social learning during the
process of cultivating life purpose. In a similar study, life
purpose can be taken as a character strength integrated
with other personalities and strengths [52]. Character
strengths they investigated, such as gratitude, compas-
sion, and grit, were significantly but not highly correlated
with life purpose. Last but not least, health-risk behaviors
and purpose in life bear a relevant influence through the
predominance of extrinsic goals but without cause-and-
effect relationships [17].

Sociological perspective of cultivating youth purpose
Sociology generally focuses on the influence of social
environment, social structure, and social relations on
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the growth of adolescents. The sociological perspective
of purpose researches emphasizes on how social con-
texts, cultures, and institutions influence youth purpose
[54]. It examines the influence of family, school, peers,
and societal expectations on youth purpose, exploring
how these determinants shape individual purpose. Gen-
erally speaking, socially engaged young adults are more
other-regarding oriented in terms of life goals, and they
are more identified with beyond the self-oriented pur-
pose and are more oriented to reach their life goals [2].
Social desirability was found to be modestly, although
significantly, correlated to purpose in life [23]. Fam-
ily and school support are two major paths to influence
youth life purpose. A study evidenced that parental sup-
port and school relationships are positively and signifi-
cantly related to envisioning a meaningful future [35].
Daily experiences that reflect family obligation or assis-
tance and fulfillment of social roles among son or daugh-
ter, student, and friend domains were consistently and
strongly related to life purpose [41]. In another similar
study, personal experience may be responsible for the
shape of a self-oriented or beyond-the-self purpose [75],
so creating environments with reciprocal values is a pre-
requisite for nurturing a purpose. Family support influ-
ences youth purpose development during middle and
high school years, because parents can help their children
develop purpose by modeling ways to contribute to soci-
ety and inviting them to take part in that activity [54]. An
investigation study of females found that the association
between parental relationships and other-oriented pur-
poses appears to be mediated by prosocial behavior [49].
Additionally, another study focusing on female youth
groups found that parental trust may be necessary but
not sufficient to buffer the negative association between
the search for purpose and self-esteem [7]. It is worth
noting youth with higher perceived parental support are
not likely to show evidence of beyond-the-self reasons
and engagement because the associations with engage-
ment and beyond-the-self reasons were expected as a
presupposition [58]. It is in stark contrast to the findings
of another study, which concluded that young adults who
had a beyond-the-self purpose were inclined to report
their family supports as a positive model [75]. In other
words, encouraging parents and friends to stay involved
in cultivating a sense of a meaningful future is irreplace-
ably important for youth purpose development [54, 58].
For instance, parents could cultivate relationships with
their children characterized by mutual trust and commu-
nication to balance closeness with support for adolescent
autonomy and agency [49].

On the contrary, perceived presence and importance
of school supports differentiate between the different
forms of purpose, and it is not those adolescents with
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more organized forms of purpose that derive most sup-
port from school [55]. Surprisingly, a study showed that
school support for community service related to search-
ing for purpose rather than purpose identification and
to negative rather than positive self-transcendent emo-
tions [37]. Another study elucidated that the relation-
ship between school supports and dimensions of purpose
only exists concurrently, and school supports at one-time
point do not predict or support purpose growth after
that time without intentional and sustained support for
both beyond-the-self oriented, higher-order goal setting
and beyond-the-self goal commitment [53]. In the edu-
cational process, it is worth noting that student percep-
tions of teacher support and teacher competencies can
play an important role in fostering youth purpose [13],
and another similar study showed significant positive
associations between students’ ratings of teacher purpose
support and students’ purpose search and purpose iden-
tification [38]. These studies demonstrate a focus on stu-
dents’ emic views while promoting classroom and school
environments [13, 38]. In specific aspects of teacher sup-
port, making connections to real life and talking about
future plans showed that teachers do contribute to sup-
porting young adults’ life purpose [65].

Educational perspective of cultivating youth purpose

Pedagogy cultivates young people’s life purpose by focus-
ing on educational objectives, contents, and methods.
Researchers with an educational perspective emphasize
the role of education and learning experiences in shaping
the purpose of young adults [71]. Here, scholars explore
how various pedagogical strategies and school-based
experiences can enhance young adults’ sense of pur-
pose. It is noted that academic achievement statistically
significantly influences the way adolescents understand
purpose [66]. Success during studies, as an indicator of
academic giftedness, is a significant variable informing
of purpose as a form of intrapersonal giftedness, but the
opportunities that exist outside of an academic context
may be equally conducive to purpose development. In
terms of purpose cultivation, bolstering the generaliz-
ability of cultivating youth purpose in life to encourage
self-understanding will give sense to individual future
development [66]. Furthermore, the relationships with
mentors and extra-curricular activities involvement were
discussed among scholars when mentioning school expe-
riences. It is shown that students who did not have a men-
tor reported significantly lower levels of commitment to
purpose compared to students who had at least one men-
tor, and quality of relational health instead of the number
of mentors was significantly associated with higher levels
of commitment to purpose [50]. That is to say, provid-
ing students with opportunities to develop relationships
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with mentors can support students in purpose develop-
ment [50]. Another study indicated that more frequent
and well-rounded extra-curricular activities involvement
is positively associated with young adults’ purpose in life
[79], so considering how learning experiences can sup-
port students in purpose development is a main question
for educators and administrators.

Discussion

Adolescents and young adults rarely have a clear and
careful idea of what they want now or in the future and
how to achieve their life goals. Data showed that only one
in five youths can identify such goals in the future Damon
[20]. Fortunately, it is possible to cultivate youth’s life
purpose consciously, and adolescence is the best time [6].
Overall, existing theoretical and practical research put
forward three types of purpose interventions in cultivat-
ing young adults’ life purpose: (1) motivating individual
positive emotions and character strengths (2), improv-
ing support from family, school, and other sources, and
(3) encouraging the willingness to participate in social
activities.

Firstly, works of literature provide evidence for the
functional outcomes of positive emotions and charac-
ter strengths from young adults to the development of
their life purpose [12, 16, 26, 42]. From a psychological
point of view, purpose provides direction for passion,
which can transform it into immediate actions [74]. As
previously noted, passion is a strong inner desire that can
be motivated to cultivate youth purpose through work-
ing on things they enjoy and generally acquiring positive
results [10]. Additionally, enhancing gratitude is another
way to cultivate the life purpose of young adults [25]. The
research found that encouraging a sense of gratitude and
helping youth focus on the happiness and well-being in
their lives led to the idea of rewarding others by fulfill-
ing their life purpose [8], which has been proven that the
experience of gratitude can foster strong goal-direction
of youth. Earlier empirical research linked purpose with
the ability to recover from adversity [62], and results
showed that resilient individuals are more likely to suc-
ceed mentally and academically and can fulfill their life
purpose. Moreover, continuous reflection, positive states,
and identity cognition are vital to improving self-efficacy
and feasibility of action for young adults to realize their
purpose in life [55, 56].

Secondly, with the absence of support from family
members, mentors, and essential others, young adults’
search for the purpose may be prolonged, leading them to
give up for fear that they will not find it [40, 48]. A study
found that mentors and like-minded peers provided
essential sources of support for youth purpose formation
[12], and other scholars have come to similar conclusions
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that support from individuals outside the family is essen-
tial to the desired development of adolescents [20]. For
example, teachers’ competence in cultivating adoles-
cents’ purpose and adolescents’ perception of teachers’
support is positively correlated with the development of
adolescents’ purpose in life [13, 38, 50]. In addition, data
showed that youth purpose is positively correlated with
daily family support, such as close family connection and
recognition from family members [7, 41].

Thirdly, young adults spending much time outside the
school in extracurricular activities and volunteer service
programs develop their awareness and understanding of
purpose without the pressure of complex tests [45] since
such experience improves their ability to identify life
goals and increased the frequency of prosocial behav-
iors [24]. Young adults who participate in social activities
such as community service will get a deeper understand-
ing of purpose in a permeable way [76], which encour-
ages them to take action to realize their purpose [4]. Last,
further studies on adolescents with a clear purpose in life
showed that support from outside the school, such as
parents or social environment, is critical in their search
and identifying purpose [44].

As the central strength of this systematic review, we
emphasize the fact of a new area to a varied measure con-
cerning current study about young adults’ life purpose.
Moreover, we add evidence to the potential that has been
acknowledged to influence and cultivate young adults’
life purpose in the process of education. Nevertheless,
some limitations must be considered. We note that rel-
evant research may not have been contained in this sys-
tematic review because of strict inclusion criteria and
regional-restricted searching barriers. Additionally, limi-
tations inherent to selecting specific databases and the
search terms may have led to missing some researches.

Conclusion

This systematic review explored how to influence and
cultivate young adults’ life purpose in education. We
may find justification for the short, direct mentions of
purpose in life as the dependent variable. So far, stud-
ies concerning youth purpose have focused mainly on
purpose attributes that provide orientation for changing
their life purpose. The sociological perspective of culti-
vating youth purpose was usually adopted by the major-
ity of authors in implementing empirical investigations
related to youth purpose, and psychological and educa-
tional perspectives were also involved and distinct among
studies. Overall, purpose interventions were appeared
and discussed comprehensively because of the common
influence of subjective and objective factors on youth life
purpose. On the one hand, the factor of the youth own is
a core dimension of youth purpose [6, 11] and has been
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considered a vital element of studies focused on cultivat-
ing purpose in the context of positive youth development
[9, 18]. It concludes in this regard that it is significant
to mention that some authors [8, 62, 74] have recently
introduced a more multifaceted intervention of life pur-
pose, which comes across with the individual mental
and physical determinants of purpose cultivation. This
notion is based on personal development with future life
goals, focusing research on the difference and potential of
young adults with subjective activity. On the other hand,
the objective factors affecting the life purpose of adoles-
cents are complex and varied. Direct anthropic impacts
from the body other than the youth oneself, including
support from teachers, mentors, and peers in schools and
close relationships in a family, are usually focused on in
empirical studies. Interactions and communications with
those important others, in turn, are mainly associated
with youth purpose in the studies included in this review
[7, 12, 13, 38, 41]. In other words, these people consti-
tute the surrounding environment that adolescents are
exposed to and are well-placed to have a positive impact
on their life purpose. Studies have shown that the indi-
rect effects of implementing extracurricular activities and
social programs can also have a certain impact on young
adults’ life purpose [24, 76, 79].

This study explored the influencing factors and relative
interventions for cultivating youth life purpose in educa-
tion. The conclusions of this systematic review confirm
some findings of previous reviews on life purpose [21, 36,
57] but also emphasize novel main findings that are over-
looked by past studies. As mentioned before, researches
concerning youth purpose have concentrated mostly on
purpose attributes that provide orientation for chang-
ing youth purpose. Besides, purpose interventions were
argued comprehensively in terms of personal, familial,
scholastic, and social aspects. Future research that aims
for finding effective ways to cultivate life purpose for ado-
lescents needs to look toward combined interventions.
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