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Background: Over the last decades, there is growing attention for the importance of
meaning in life for older adults. However, there is virtually no insight into the mental
processes that contribute to this experience. Some scholars recently called for an
investigation of meaning reflectivity, or the process of reflecting on issues specifically
related to meaning in life. In this study, we explored to what extent older adults talk and
think about issues of meaning in life, and how this meaning reflectivity is related to the
search for and presence of meaning in life, and to depressive symptoms.

Method: In this cross-sectional observational study, 282 community-residing older
adults (75 or older) in Belgium filled in paper questionnaires on meaning in life (presence
and search), depressive symptoms, and meaning reflectivity (categorical item). ANOVA
analyses were used to explore differences in meaning in life and depressive symptoms
across the meaning reflectivity categories. Regression and negative binomial models
investigated the association between meaning reflectivity and presence, search and
depressive symptoms. Finally, an exploratory structural equation model examined
whether presence of meaning statistically mediated the relationship between meaning
reflectivity and depressive symptoms.

Results: The majority of participants (42.4%) indicated that they had thought about
meaning in life before, 23.2% indicated that they had talked about it before, 18%
indicated that they hadn’t thought about it before but found it interesting, and 16.4%
indicated that they were indifferent/unconcerned about meaning in life. The latter group
reported lower levels of presence of meaning and search for meaning and higher
levels of depressive symptoms. Belonging to this category was also associated with
lower presence and search in regression analyses, but not with depressive symptoms
above the effect of presence of meaning. Exploratory mediation analyses suggested
that presence of meaning may be a mediator between meaning reflectivity and
depressive symptoms.
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Conclusion: Meaning reflectivity is an important process to consider in the context of
the experience of meaning in life for older adults. Those older adults who are indifferent
about issues of meaning in life might be more vulnerable to experience a lack of meaning
and depressive symptoms.

Keywords: meaning in life, meaningfulness, old age, ageing, psychological well-being, eudaimonic well-being,
depression

INTRODUCTION

Meaning in Life in Old Age
More and more, scholars in the field of aging research are
pointing to the psychological experience of meaning in life as
a crucial variable to consider in the context of positive late
life functioning. In contemporary psychology, meaning in life is
defined as an interplay of three components: (a) purpose in life, or
a sense of being directed by valued life aims, (b) significance, or a
sense that life matters and is worth living, and (c) coherence, or
a sense that life is logical and comprehensible (Heintzelman and
King, 2014; George and Park, 2016; Martela and Steger, 2016).
Furthermore, the presence of meaning in life can be distinguished
from the search for meaning in life (Steger et al., 2006), in which
the former refers to the extent that people tend to experience
their lives as purposeful, significant, and coherent, while the later
refers to the extent that people tend to make efforts to establish
or strengthen this experience (Steger et al., 2008a,b). A sense of
meaning in life can be derived from different sources of meaning,
like family, friends, work, health, religion or spirituality, personal
development, leisure activities, creativity, material possessions,
etc. (e.g., Debats, 1999; Schnell, 2009; Delle Fave et al., 2013). Both
theoretical and empirical work suggest that in the later stages
of life, more individualistic sources often tend to make way for
more communal and transcendental sources such as spirituality
and religion, nature, and community engagement and societal
commitment (Bar-Tur et al., 2001; Fegg et al., 2007; Wong, 2016).

Despite the many challenges involved in growing older, many
older adults seem able to sustain a solid sense of meaning in
life. They may even experience higher presence of meaning
than middle aged adults; some research suggests a curvilinear
relationship between meaning in life and age, with presence of
meaning being higher in early and later life, and search for
meaning being lower in early and later life (Fegg et al., 2007;
Steger et al., 2009). In other words, from middle adulthood
onward, presence of meaning in life tends to increase with age,
while search for meaning tends to decrease. On the other hand,
a recent study focusing specifically on older adults found that
in advanced age, meaning in life may decrease again for the
oldest old (85 +) compared to the younger old (Steptoe and
Fancourt, 2019). Other findings also suggest that especially the
component of purpose in life is likely to decrease somewhat in
old age, although there are important inter-individual differences
(Pinquart, 2002; Hill and Weston, 2019).

Whether or not an older adult is able to maintain a sense
of meaning in life is not a trivial matter. An increasing body
of empirical evidence shows that higher levels of presence of
meaning or purpose in life in older adults are predictive of a

broad range of physical and mental health outcomes, both cross-
sectionally and over time (e.g., Krause, 2007; Boyle et al., 2010;
Windsor et al., 2015; Irving et al., 2017; Steptoe and Fancourt,
2019; Volkert et al., 2019). This is leading researchers in aging
to believe that the presence of meaning in life is an especially
important aspect of positive aging. When it comes to search
for meaning and its relation to well-being, the picture is less
straight-forward. One study found that searching for meaning
was more strongly associated with psychological distress and
diminished well-being in older adults (Steger et al., 2009). The
authors suggested that explorative processes such as searching
for meaning may be more developmentally adaptive in earlier
life stages such as adolescence. However, in line with findings in
the general population (Park et al., 2010), other work suggests
that searching for meaning in older adults is mainly related to
more psychological distress when these adults also experience low
presence of meaning (Van der Heyden et al., 2015).

The Role of Meaning Reflectivity
Taken together, researchers have made good progress in
understanding what the components, sources, and benefits
of experiencing meaning in life are for older adults (Reker
and Wong, 2012; Irving et al., 2017; Hupkens et al., 2018).
However, another important aspect for understanding meaning
has received relatively less attention: how does an individual
derive a subjective sense of meaning from their sources of
meaning? Or in other words, what are the mental processes
through which this sense of meaning is arrived at? An exception
for the lack of attention for meaning processes comes from
the meaning making literature. However, this work has focused
mainly on meaning making in the face of threats to meaning,
like stressful or traumatic events (Heine et al., 2006; Park, 2010).
Park’s (2010) meaning making model, for instance, distinguishes
between global and situational meaning. The former represents
a personal system of overarching life goals and global beliefs
about the world and the self; the latter represents the meaning
that is encountered in specific situations. In stressful or traumatic
events, the situational meaning encountered can violate the
expectations from the global meaning system. In response, people
may employ a range of different meaning making processes
(e.g., positive reappraisal, accommodation of prior beliefs) in an
attempt to solve the discrepancy and alleviate distress. This model
provides a helpful framework for understanding how people
can restore a sense of meaning in challenging circumstances.
However, the model provides no account of how a subjective
sense of meaning is derived from the global meaning system and
sustained on a daily basis (Park and George, 2018).
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Although there is almost no insight into the cognitive
processes that contribute to the construction and maintenance
of a sense of meaning in old age, a limited numbers of studies
in the general adult population can provide some direction.
Recently, Hill et al. (2019) suggested that an important aspect
of daily meaning construction could be meaning reflectivity, or
the process of reflecting on issues specifically related to meaning
in life. They even propose that reflectivity about meaning in
life should be added to the conceptualization of meaning in life
because “a propensity to reflect on MIL [meaning in life] is as
important as concluding that one has it.” (p. 207–208). It is
important to note that meaning reflectivity is different from the
search for meaning. While the latter is characterized by a desire
to augment your sense of meaning, meaning reflectivity does not
necessarily originate from a wish to change current circumstances
and can appear in individuals who are not searching for more
meaning in life. Furthermore, while searching for meaning is
focused on meaning in the future, meaning reflectivity can deal
with the past, present, and future (Hill et al., 2019). However, as
individuals who are searching for meaning likely also reflect on
it more, search and reflectivity can be expected to be positively
related. Furthermore, if reflecting on meaning is a process that
orients people toward finding or constructing meaning in their
lives, it can also be expected to be positively related to presence
of meaning. In a cross-sectional investigation of their newly
developed meaning reflectivity subscale, Hill et al. (2019) indeed
found a positive correlation between meaning reflectivity and
both presence and search for meaning in a sample of middle-
aged US adults. Furthermore, meaning reflectivity also showed
a positive correlation with subjective well-being and a small
negative correlation with depression and emotional instability.
These findings suggest that meaning reflectivity could indeed be
an important process through which people derive a sense of
meaning in life and which contributes to their well-being.

A few years back, Allan and Shearer (2012) already
investigated a similar idea. They developed the scale for
“existential thinking” to assess individual differences in “the
tendency to engage with ultimate concerns and the capacity
to carry out a meaning-making process that locates oneself
in relation to these existential issues” (p. 22). This concept is
related to the concept of meaning reflectivity but broader, as it
also includes other existential themes (e.g., death, the universe,
eternity). They hypothesized that this process of existential
thinking may be “a critical part in understanding how people
establish, discover, or maintain a sense of meaning in their lives.”
As preliminary support, they showed that existential thinking was
positively related to presence and search for meaning in life and to
existential well-being in a broad adult sample, and that meaning
in life statistically mediated the relation between existential
thinking and existential well-being. However, another study in a
similar broad adult population (ages 17–78) only found a positive
relation between existential thinking and search for meaning but
not presence for meaning (Kretschmer and Storm, 2018).

More indirectly relevant, some studies have focused on the
role of a general reflective cognitive style (i.e., the tendency to
be self-reflective in general, not specifically focused on meaning
or existential issues) for the experience of meaning in life.

Being able to think reflectively has indeed been proposed to
be a crucial condition for experiencing meaning (Martela and
Steger, 2016), but findings are mixed. One study found that
reflection was positively related to presence of meaning and
positive affect (Boyraz and Efstathiou, 2011) while another found
that reflection was predictive of search for meaning and negative
affect (Newman and Nezlek, 2019).

Reflecting on meaning in life may also not be unambiguously
beneficial for psychological functioning. In a large multi-national
study, Joshanloo and Weijers (2014) used a single item to
explore whether the extent that people think about the meaning
or purpose of life was related to their overall life satisfaction.
They found that this relationship was moderated by religiosity
and globalization. More specifically, for those high on religious
attendance, thinking more about meaning in life was related to
higher life satisfaction. For those low in religious attendance,
the relation was negative. Moreover, the relation was also more
negative for individuals living in more globalized countries.
The authors suggest that thinking about meaning in life can
be detrimental for well-being when the cultural and societal
context does not provide straightforward positive answers to
these questions, such as in more secular and globalized societies.

In sum, studies suggest that meaning reflectivity may be a
process spurring both the search and the construction of a sense
of meaning in life. Through its relation with meaning in life,
meaning reflectivity may also be related to outcomes of positive
psychological functioning. However, the limited empirical
evidence available shows a somewhat mixed picture and no
studies have focused on meaning reflectivity specifically in older
adults. For older adults, meaning reflectivity could potentially
become more prominent. Tornstam’s gerotranscendence theory,
for example, proposes that old age is accompanied by “a shift
in meta-perspective from a materialistic and rational view to
a more cosmic and transcendent one” (Tornstam, 1989, 1997).
According to this view, older adults who are nearing the end
of life are invited to come to terms with their past lives
and prepare for death, which requires a fundamental shift in
perspective “from mundane issues to a concern with universal
values” (Yount, 2008, p. 81). Importantly, this process involves
both reflecting back and looking forward to the future, beyond
the self. Other developmental views on aging have similarly
suggested that older adults engage in more contemplation and
reflection on their lives and its place in the larger scheme
of things (Cohen, 2005; Hupkens et al., 2018). Therefore, as
life enters its later phases, reflecting on issues of meaning in
life may be a core process in the psychological functioning
of older adults.

Present Study
The present study had as objective to explore the frequency
and importance of meaning reflectivity in older adults living in
the community. More specifically, we examined to what extent
older adults aged 75 or older (i.e., the old-old and oldest old)
talk and think about issues of meaning in life, and how this
meaning reflectivity is related to the search for and presence
of meaning in life and to depressive symptoms. We focused on
depressive symptoms as a key indicator of late life psychological

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 726150

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-726150 October 26, 2021 Time: 13:40 # 4

Dewitte and Dezutter Meaning Reflectivity in Later Life

functioning. Population based studies across different countries
suggest that depressive symptoms are prevalent in older adults
and increase with age (e.g., Minicuci et al., 2002; van’t Veer-
Tazelaar et al., 2008; Glaesmer et al., 2011). Moreover, it is
one of the most recurring findings in the empirical meaning
literature that older adults with higher levels of meaning in life
also have less depressive symptoms. This is in line with the
theoretical view of meaning as a human strength and resource
for dealing with life challenges (e.g., Frankl, 1968; Davis et al.,
1998). We therefore deemed it particularly interesting to examine
whether meaning reflectivity could statistically predict additional
variation in depressive symptoms above this already established
association with presence of meaning in life.

Based on developmental views of aging as a life stage of
more deepened contemplation, we expected the majority of
older adults to engage in some form of meaning reflectivity
(thinking or talking about meaning in life). Based on the limited
empirical findings in general adult samples, we also expected
that older adults who engaged in thoughts or conversations
about meaning in life would have higher rates of presence and
search for meaning in life than older adults who did not practice
any meaning reflectivity. Furthermore, we hypothesized that
these adults would report less depressive symptoms. Previous
work suggests that meaning reflectivity may be related to
better psychological functioning (Hill et al., 2019). This may
be especially so for more religious individuals (Joshanloo and
Weijers, 2014). While the present study unfortunately did not
include a measure for religion, in secularized Western nations
such as the country in which this study was conducted (Belgium),
older adults tend to be more religious than younger generations,
likely both due to cohort differences and developmental changes
(Bengtson et al., 2015).

In addition, we examined whether differences in meaning
reflectivity would statistically predict presence of meaning and
search for meaning after adjusting for covariates, and would
predict depressive symptoms above any predictive effect of
presence of meaning, search for meaning, and covariates.
As a more exploratory investigation, finally, we wanted to
examine the potential mediating role of meaning in life in the
relation between meaning reflectivity and depressive symptoms
(cf. Allan and Shearer, 2012).

Gaining insight into how much older adults reflect on
meaning in life and how this is related to their psychological
functioning and overall sense of meaning in life can provide
important information for understanding why some older
adults struggle with feelings of meaninglessness while others do
not, and can help to identify pathways through which these
struggles can be tackled.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
Data collection was part of a larger study conducted in Belgium
(the TiMe project)1, which aimed to investigate older adults’

1osf.io/sa4d5/

meaning in life experience and future time perspective. At
the end of 2017 and beginning of 2018, Dutch-speaking older
adults of 75 years or older living at home (i.e., not in a
residential care setting) without an acute medical condition
or severe cognitive problems were sampled by three master
thesis students through different channels (personal network,
senior organizations). Three hundred and seventy six paper
questionnaires with informed consent were distributed, of which
325 were completed independently by older adults in their home
environment and returned to the researchers. Thirty one of
these questionnaires were excluded because they did not contain
the completed informed consent. Another 12 participants were
excluded because they were younger than 75, leading to a final
convenience sample of 282 older adults. Their mean age was
81.9 years (SD = 4.33, range 75–94) and 175 of them (62%)
were women. Most participants were married (139; 49%), 105
were widowed (37%), 12 living together with a partner (4%),
11 single (4%), 8 divorced (3%), and for 7 participants data
on civil state was missing (3%). Most participants had higher
secondary education as highest degree (110; 39%), 74 had higher
education (college or university; 26%), 61 had lower secondary
education (22%), 31 had primary education only (11%), and for 6
participants data on education was missing (2%).

Measures
Meaning in Life (Presence and Search)
The Presence of Meaning and Search for Meaning subscales of
the Meaning in Life Questionnaire Short Form were used to
assess meaning in life (Steger and Samman, 2012). Each subscale
consists of three items which were rated on a scale from 1 (totally
disagree) to 4 (totally agree). The original 7-point Likert scale was
adjusted to diminish cognitive burden on older participants. An
example item for the Presence subscale is: “I have a clear sense of
what makes my life meaningful.” An example item for the Search
subscale is: “I am seeking a purpose or mission for my life.” Mean
scores were calculated (potential range 1–4) with higher scores
indicating higher Presence and Search. In the current sample
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80 for Presence of Meaning and 0.85 for
Search for meaning.

Depressive Symptoms
An 8-item short version of the Geriatric Depression Scale was
used to assess depressive symptoms (Jongenelis et al., 2007). Eight
questions (e.g., “Do you feel that your situation is hopeless?”) were
answered with yes (1) or no (0) by participants. A sum score was
calculated (potential range 0–8), with higher scores indicating
higher burden of depressive symptoms. Cronbach’s alpha in this
sample was 0.71.

Meaning Reflectivity
One item with four answer categories was included at the
end of the questionnaire to assess meaning reflectivity: “Before
completing this questionnaire, had you ever thought about meaning
in your life before?” The four answer categories were: (1) Yes,
I have talked about this with others, (2) Yes, I have thought
about it before, (3) No, but I do find it interesting, (4) No, that
doesn’t concern me.
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Demographic Variables
Participants reported on age, gender, civil status and level of
education (from 1 “primary education” to 4 “higher education”).
Civil status was recoded into two broad categories: (1) married or
living together, (2) single, divorced or widowed.

Data Analyses
Statistical analyses were performed in SPSS and R. We first
explored missing data and calculated descriptive statistics,
Pearson correlations between continuous variables, and
differences in the main variables across different demographic
categories (gender, civil status). The primary analyses existed
of different steps. First, ANOVA analyses with post hoc
Tukey tests were used to examine whether participants
in the different meaning reflectivity categories scored
differently on presence of meaning, search for meaning,
and depressive symptoms.

Second, regression analyses were used to examine the
association between meaning reflectivity and presence and
search for meaning. In addition, the unique predictive effect
of meaning reflectivity, presence of meaning and search for
meaning for depressive symptoms was examined. Because
the outcome variable of this model (Geriatric Depression
Scale) is count data, a negative binomial model was used. This
model was preferred over a Poisson regression because
there was overdispersion of the outcome variable (i.e.,
the variance was larger than the mean) (Gardner et al.,
1995). The regression and negative binomial models were
analyzed in SPSS. Age, gender, education and civil status were
included as covariates and multiple imputations were used to
handle missing data.

Third, in case the previous models suggested a significant
relation between meaning reflectivity, meaning in life, and
depressive symptoms, we planned to examine whether
meaning in life statistically mediated the relationship
between meaning reflectivity and depressive symptoms.
Given the cross-sectional data, this analysis was regarded
as an exploratory indication for future studies and was
interpreted with caution. The mediation model was
tested in R using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) for
structural equation modeling. Because this package does
not provide an option for count outcomes, we used the
MLR estimator which is robust against non-normality. Full
Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) was used to
handle missing data.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses
Descriptive statistics including rates of missing data and Pearson
correlations are displayed in Table 1. Meaning reflectivity showed
the largest percentage of missing data (11.3%). Participants
who did not fill in this question were significantly older
(M = 84.74, SD = 3.95) than participants who did (M = 81.57,
SD = 4.25), t(259) = 3.70, p < 0.001, but did not differ
significantly on presence of meaning, search for meaning

or depressive symptoms. Crosstabs with Chi-Square tests
suggested that rate of missingness on meaning reflectivity
did not significantly differ across categories of gender, civil
status or education (full missing data analyses output on
the OSF project page).2 Subsequent analyses were performed
under the assumption of data missing at random (MAR)
(Graham, 2009).

With regard to the relation between demographic variables
and the main variables, age showed a small positive correlation
with depressive symptoms. Level of education showed a
small positive correlation with both presence of meaning
and search for meaning and a small to moderate negative
correlation with depressive symptoms (Table 1). Independent
t-tests showed that there were no significant gender differences
in presence of meaning, search for meaning, or depressive
symptoms. Regarding civil status, participants who were married
or living together scored significantly higher on search for
meaning (M = 2.28, SD = 0.80) than participants who were
widowed/single/divorced (M = 2.06, SD = 0.79), t(249) = 2.20,
p = 0.029.

Comparison of the Meaning Reflectivity
Categories
In response to the question of whether participants had
considered the topic of meaning in life before completing the
questionnaire, 106 of 250 participants (42.4%) who provided an
answer to this question indicated that they had thought about
meaning in their life before the study (“Yes, I have thought
about it before”). Another 58 participants (23.2%) indicated
that they had talked about it before (“Yes, I have talked about
this with others”). Forty-five participants (18%) indicated “No,
but I do find it interesting,” while 41 participants (16.4%)
indicated that they were not interested in the topic (“No, that
doesn’t concern me.”).

ANOVA analyses revealed that participants in different
meaning reflectivity categories had significantly different scores
on presence of meaning, search for meaning, and depressive
symptoms (see Table 2). Participants who indicated that they
were unconcerned with meaning in their life (Category 4)
reported significantly lower presence of meaning and search
for meaning in their lives than participants in the other three
categories. They also reported more depressive symptoms than
participants who had thought about meaning before (Category
2) or found it interesting (Category 3). Participants who had
talked or thought about meaning (Categories 1 and 2) scored
significantly higher on search for meaning than participants who
hadn’t thought about meaning in their lives before the study
(Categories 3 and 4).

Meaning Reflectivity as Statistical
Predictor of Meaning in Life and
Depressive Symptoms
Table 3 shows the results of the regression models and the
negative binomial model. The table includes pooled estimates

2https://osf.io/rnzad
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TABLE 1 | Missing data, means, standard deviations, and correlations with confidence intervals.

Variable n (% missing) Potential
range

Observed
range

M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Age 261 (7.4%) 81.90 4.33

2. Education 276 (2.1%) 2.82 0.95 –0.14*

[–0.26, –0.02]

3. Presence of Meaning 264 (6.4%) 1–4 1–4 3.02 0.70 –0.02 0.14*

[–0.14, 0.11] [0.02, 0.26]

4. Search for Meaning 258 (8.5%) 1–4 1–4 2.20 0.80 –0.09
[–0.21, 0.04]

0.19**
[0.07, 0.31]

0.36**
[0.25, 0.46]

5. Geriatric Depression Scale 278 (1.4%) 0–8 0–6 0.40 0.97 0.13*
[0.01, 0.25]

–0.23**
[–0.34, –0.11]

–0.28**
[–0.38, –0.16]

–0.14*
[–0.26, –0.02]

6. Meaning reflectivity 250 (11.3%)

M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Values in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation. The mean
education reflects an education level between lower and higher secondary education. * indicates p < 0.05. ** indicates p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Mean values of the main outcome variables for the four meaning reflectivity categories with univariate ANOVA tests and post hoc comparisons.

Outcome variable (potential range) Meaning reflectivity n η 2

Category 1
(talked about)

Category 2
(thought about)

Category 3
(interesting)

Category 4
(unconcerned)

F-value (df)

Presence of Meaning (1–4) 3.07 (0.65)a 3.16 (0.60)a 3.07 (0.67)a 2.40 (0.81)b 12.93 (3, 239)*** 243 0.14

Search for Meaning (1–4) 2.56 (0.77)a 2.38 (0.75)a 2.01 (0.72)b 1.44 (0.45)c 22.99 (3, 230)*** 234 0.23

Geriatric Depression Scale (0–8) 0.41 (0.88) 0.18 (0.54)a 0.30 (0.70)a 0.85 (1.44)b 6.19 (3, 243)*** 247 0.07

Standard deviations in parentheses. Post hoc comparisons using Tukey HSD tests. Mean values with different superscripts (a, b, c) are significantly different from each
other. Means without any superscript do not differ significantly from any other mean. Category 1 = “Yes, I have talked about this with others,” Category 2 = “Yes, I have
thought about it before,” Category 3 = “No, but I do find it interesting,” Category 4 = “No, that doesn’t concern me.” ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 3 | Summary of regression models for predicting presence of meaning and search for meaning (left columns) and the negative binomial model predicting the
geriatric depression scale (right column).

Presence of Meaning Search for Meaning Geriatric Depression Scale

B [95% CI] SE p B [95% CI] SE p B [95% CI] SE p

Intercept 1.93* [0.11, 3.75] 0.92 0.04 2.87** [0.79, 4.96] 1.06 0.007 –3.60 [–8.59, 1.40] 2.55 0.16

Age 0.002 [–0.02, 0.02] 0.01 0.85 –0.02 [–0.04, 0.01] 0.01 0.17 0.07* [0.01, 0.13] 0.03 0.02

Education 0.09 [–0.01, 0.19] 0.05 0.08 0.10 [–0.02, 0.21] 0.06 0.09 –0.42** [–0.72, –0.11] 0.16 0.008

Gender

Men 0.16 [–0.04, 0.36] 0.10 0.12 –0.02 [–0.25, 0.21] 0.12 0.88 0.15 [–0.46, 0.76] 0.31 0.63

Womena – – – – – – – – –

Civil status

Married/living together 0.11 [–0.08, 0.30] 0.10 0.27 0.12 [–0.10, 0.34] 0.11 0.28 –0.50 [–1.12, 0.13] 0.32 0.12

Single/divorced/widoweda – – – – – – – – –

Meaning Reflectivity

Category 1 (talked about) 0.33* [0.06, 0.61] 0.14 0.02 0.60** [0.20, 1.00] 0.20 0.004 –0.18 [–1.23, 0.87] 0.53 0.74

Category 2 (thought about) 0.48** [0.20, 0.76] 0.14 0.001 0.51* [0.12, 0.89] 0.19 0.01 –0.65 [–1.67, 0.37] 0.52 0.21

Category 3 (interesting) 0.43* [0.10, 0.76] 0.17 0.01 0.16 [–0.29, 0.60] 0.22 0.49 –0.36 [–1.46, 0.73] 0.55 0.51

Category 4a (unconcerned) – – – – – – – – –

Presence of Meaning –0.68** [–1.11, –0.24] 0.22 0.002

Search for Meaning –0.01 [–0.43, 0.42] 0.22 0.98

N = 249 (complete cases after multiple imputations). Pooled estimates of 20 imputed data sets to handle missing data on presence of meaning, search for meaning, and
meaning reflectivity. B, unstandardized coefficients; SE, standard errors; CI, confidence interval. Significant predictor coefficients in bold. Category 1 = “Yes, I have talked
about this with others,” Category 2 = “Yes, I have thought about it before,” Category 3 = “No, but I do find it interesting,” Category 4 = “No, that doesn’t concern me.”
aReference category. **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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based on 20 imputed datasets (Graham, 2009). Presence
of meaning, search for meaning, depressive symptoms, and
meaning reflectivity were imputed at the scale-level using an
imputation model which included all the variables from the
regression and negative binomial model and additional auxiliary
variables with possible predictive value not used in the current
study (Sterne et al., 2009; full imputation syntax on OSF (see
text footnote 1).

The two left columns show the regression models predicting
presence of meaning and search for meaning. Compared to
the reference category (unconcerned with meaning in life),
belonging to any of the other three categories of meaning
reflectivity was significantly associated with higher scores on
presence of meaning in life. For search for meaning, belonging
to one of the first two categories (talked or thought about
meaning in life before the study) was significantly associated
with higher scores on search for meaning compared to the
reference category.

The right column of Table 3 shows the results of the negative
binomial model predicting depressive symptoms. Higher age,
lower level of education, and lower presence of meaning
was significantly associated with a higher level of depressive
symptoms. Meaning reflectivity was not significantly associated
with any additional variance in depressive symptoms.

Meaning in Life as Mediator Between
Meaning Reflectivity and Depressive
Symptoms
The regression and negative binomial models indicated that
meaning reflectivity was a significant statistical predictor of
presence of meaning and search for meaning, and that
presence of meaning (but not search for meaning) was a
significant predictor of depressive symptoms. We therefore
tested an exploratory mediation model (using a structural
equation model framework) to examine whether presence
of meaning was a statistical mediator between meaning
reflectivity and depressive symptoms. The mediation model
had excellent fit [χ2(1) = 1.39, p = 0.24; CFI = 0.996;
TLI = 0.938; RMSEA = 0.033; SRMR = 0.007]. A summary
of the model output is shown in Table 4. The model
suggests a partial mediation for category 2 (thought about
meaning in life before) compared to the reference category
(unconcerned with meaning in life) in the prediction of
depressive symptoms, with both a significant direct and indirect
effect. For category 1 and 3 (talked about meaning and interested
in meaning), only the indirect was significant, suggesting a
full mediation through presence of meaning in predicting
depressive symptoms.

DISCUSSION

In the present paper, we examined to what extent community-
dwelling older adults in Belgium engage in meaning reflectivity
and how this meaning reflectivity is related to their experience
of meaning in life (both presence and search) and depressive
symptoms. As expected, the majority of older adults had either

thought (42.4%) or talked (23.2%) about meaning in their
life before participating in the study. However, a substantial
proportion of participants had not thought about meaning in
their life before. About half of these participants (18% of the
total sample) indicated that they did find it an interesting
topic, while the other half (16.4% of the total sample) declared
that they were unconcerned with the topic. When comparing
these four groups, especially the latter group differed from
the other groups on the outcomes examined: they experienced
less presence of meaning in their life, where searching for it
less, and reported more depressive symptoms. Looking back
at previous research, the mean levels of presence of meaning
and search for meaning for this group were also lower than
was observed in a general sample of community dwelling older
adults aged 70 or more (Van der Heyden et al., 2015). In
contrast, their scores were more similar to the relatively lower
levels that have been observed in a nursing home population
(Dewitte et al., 2019). While it should be noted that the
mean score for depressive symptoms for the overall sample
was low, the mean score for the unconcerned group also
leaned more toward scores that have been observed in more
challenged populations such as older adults recovering from
stroke (Buijck et al., 2014) or older adults living in nursing homes
(Dezutter et al., 2020).

Meaning reflectivity categories also statistically predicted
higher presence of meaning and search for meaning adjusted
for covariates, but did not predict depressive symptoms above
the predictive effect of presence of meaning. An exploratory
mediation model suggested that meaning reflectivity may
be indirectly associated with depressive symptoms through
presence of meaning.

These results are in line with a limited number of previous
findings in the general population which found that reflecting
on meaning or other existential topics is related to higher
meaning in life and/or better psychological functioning (Allan
and Shearer, 2012; Hill et al., 2019). With the current study,
we thus extend this finding to a population of older adults
specifically. However, previous work suggests that reflecting
on topics like meaning in life may not always be equally
beneficial. More specifically, adults without a guiding religious
framework or adults living in a highly globalized society
may experience difficulties in finding satisfying answers to
questions of meaning when reflecting on it, which may be
accompanied by a decrease rather than increase in psychological
well-being (Joshanloo and Weijers, 2014). The context of the
current study (Belgium) can be regarded as a globalized and
secular country, but older adults often remain more religious.
Although we could not investigate the role of religion in the
current study, this may be one possible explanation for the
positive association found between meaning reflectivity and
adaptive outcomes (presence of meaning and less depressive
symptoms). For older adults nearing the end of their life,
existential topics can become more salient. It may be easier
for those who can rely on a firm religious belief system to
find a confirmation of life’s meaning and a heightened sense
of well-being when going through an existential reflection
process. However, future studies specifically assessing religious
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TABLE 4 | Summary of mediation model with presence of meaning as mediator between meaning reflectivity and depressive symptoms.

Outcome Predictor B [95% CI] β SE P

Presence of Meaning Meaning reflectivity

Category 1 (talked about) a1 0.62 [0.33, 0.91] 0.37*** 0.15 <0.001

Category 2 (thought about) a2 0.73 [0.45, 1.00] 0.52*** 0.14 <0.001

Category 3 (interesting) a3 0.64 [0.33, 0.96] 0.35*** 0.16 <0.001

Category 4a (unconcerned) – – −

Geriatric Depression Scale Meaning reflectivity

Category 1 (talked about) c1 –0.22 [–0.76, 0.33] –0.10 0.28 0.44

Category 2 (thought about) c2 –0.49 [–0.96, –0.02] –0.25* 0.24 0.04

Category 3 (interesting) c3 –0.49 [–1.02, 0.03] –0.20 0.27 0.07

Category 4a (unconcerned) – – −

Presence of Meaning b –0.27 [–0.43, –0.10] –0.19** 0.09 0.002

Indirect effects

a1b –0.17 [–0.28, –0.05] –0.07** 0.06 0.006

a2b –0.19 [–0.32, –0.07] –0.10** 0.06 0.002

a3b –0.17 [–0.30, –0.05] –0.07** 0.06 0.006

Total effects

a1b + c1 –0.38 [–0.92, 0.16] –0.17 0.28 0.17

a2b + c2 –0.68 [–1.16, –0.20] –0.35** 0.25 0.005

a3b + c3 –0.66 [–1.20, –0.13 –0.26* 0.27 0.02

N = 282. Paths from the covariates (gender, age, education, civil state) not shown for clarity (see OSF for full model output: https://osf.io/rnzad). B, unstandardized
coefficients; SE, standard errors; CI, confidence interval. Category 1 = “Yes, I have talked about this with others,” Category 2 = “Yes, I have thought about it before,”
Category 3 = “No, but I do find it interesting,” Category 4 = “No, that doesn’t concern me.”
aReference category. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

affiliation and activities in older adults are needed to confirm
this hypothesis.

The statistical models of the current studies were based on
the theoretical framework that meaning reflectivity proceeds
and predicts the experience of meaning in life and, in turn,
psychological health (Allan and Shearer, 2012; Hill et al., 2019).
However, given the cross-sectional nature of the study, we
were unable to test the temporal direction of our hypothesized
effects. A concept related to meaning reflectivity has been
forwarded by Hooker et al. (2018). They propose the relevance
of meaning salience—or “the extent to which meaning stands
out or is conspicuous to individuals” (p. 16)—for explaining
the positive relation between meaning in life and health
outcomes. However, in this view, meaning salience follows
the experience of meaning rather than being a preceding
process. Longitudinal and experimental studies will be needed
to disentangle the temporal relationship between meaning in
life on the one hand and meaning reflectivity and related
concepts such as meaning salience on the other hand, although
it seems reasonable to suspect that experiencing meaning in
life and reflecting on this experience are likely to be in a
reciprocal interaction.

Although the current findings should be interpreted with
caution given a number of limitations (see below), they provide
an important first indication for the relevance of the concept of
meaning reflectivity for the psychological functioning of older
adults. In doing so, the current study sheds first empirical light
on a potential process of daily meaning construction in later
life. These findings and future work in this area can provide

useful information for the further development of effective
meaning interventions. For example, one common strategy to
support older adults who are struggling to find meaning in
their life is the use of life-review interventions (Westerhof
et al., 2010). Such interventions provide a structured setting in
which older adults are encouraged to review their life story,
integrate negative and positive memories, and relate these
experiences to the present circumstances and future aspirations.
Including meaning reflectivity as an explicit component in
these interventions may hold promise in leveraging its positive
effects. In fact, some studies that examined the potential
of a meaning-focused life-review approach (called “spiritual
reminiscence”) have shown promising results in older adults
with dementia (MacKinlay and Trevitt, 2010; Wu and Koo,
2016; Ching-Teng et al., 2020). Similarly, meaning reflectivity
could be incorporated more explicitly in existing and effective
programs such as gratitude diary interventions (Killen and
Macaskill, 2015) or interventions focusing on gerotranscendence
(Wang et al., 2011).

Of course, many other processes besides meaning reflectivity
are likely involved. In line with prominent dual process
theories of thinking in fields like learning and decision
making (e.g., Evans, 2010; Kahneman, 2011), we may expect
that both more effortful processes like meaning reflectivity
and more spontaneous processes are involved. This idea
has for example also been proposed by Ward and King
(2017), who reviewed existing evidence suggesting that both
reflective and intuitive information processing styles are
involved in making sense of our experiences. The current
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findings can be used to further build this underdeveloped
line of research.

Limitations
This research has some important limitations to take into
account. First, the use of a non-validated measure to divide
participants into categories of meaning reflectivity is an
important shortcoming. Our findings demonstrate the relevance
of meaning reflectivity for the future study of meaning
in life, but future studies would benefit from a validated
scale. After the data for the current study was collected,
Hill et al. (2019) proposed a dimensional scale to measure
meaning reflectivity. Further work is needed to clarify whether
this concept is best operationalized as a categorical or
dimensional variable.

Second, the Presence of Meaning subscale assesses
participants’ overall experience of meaning in life. However,
following the growing consensus on the tripartite structure
of meaning in life, more recent scales have been developed,
which tap into the three components of coherence, purpose,
and significance separately. It is an interesting question for
future studies whether or not meaning reflectivity relates
differently to the three subcomponents of meaning in life.
It could, for example, be hypothesized that this reflective
process is more important in constructing the cognitive
component of coherence.

Third, the cross-sectional nature of the study precludes any
conclusions about the temporal or causal relation between
the variables. Especially the explorative mediation model
should be interpreted with strong caution, as cross-sectional
mediation analyses often produce biased estimates of presumed
longitudinal effects, both for complete and partial mediation
effects (Maxwell and Cole, 2007; Maxwell et al., 2011). Moreover,
a statistical mediation model relies on strong assumptions such
as the absence of both confounding and reverse causality—
assumptions which are not unlikely to be violated in the
present study (Rohrer et al., 2021). As mentioned above, we
acknowledge the possibility of an opposite or bidirectional effect
between meaning reflectivity and meaning in life. Furthermore,
we can think of several unmeasured confounding variables
that are possibly related to both meaning reflectivity and
meaning in life, such as cognitive style, personality traits
(e.g., extraversion and openness), and spirituality or religiosity
(Schnell and Becker, 2006; Steger et al., 2008a). Because we
are eventually interested in causal inferences, we included the
mediation model based on our theoretical hypotheses, but we
emphasize the need for further longitudinal or experimental
work in this area.

Fourth, participants of this study were a convenience sample
of older adults. This data collection approach involves an
important self-selection bias on the level of the participants;
older adults who decide to participate in a study like this may
differ from participants who decline to participate in important
ways. For example, it is not unlikely that the most vulnerable
older adults, like those with more severe physical disability,
depressive symptoms, or smaller interpersonal networks are less
likely to participate. Looking at the mean score of depressive

symptoms in our study, we indeed see a low value of less
than one on a scale from zero to eight (although with
considerable variance). This limits the generalizability of the
current findings to the general population of older adults living
at home. The current findings can also not be readily generalized
to other specific old age populations, such as those living
in nursing homes.

CONCLUSION

The extent to which older adults think or talk about
meaning in their lives (i.e., meaning reflectivity) is a relevant
concept to consider when studying meaning in later life.
We showed that most older adults engage in some form of
meaning reflectivity (either thinking or talking about it) or
are interested in the topic of meaning. However, a substantial
proportion (about one in six) of older adults report to be
unconcerned with the topic of meaning life. Importantly,
belonging to this category was predictive of experiencing
lower meaning in life and a higher rates of depressive
symptoms. Meaning reflectivity may thus be an important
process involved in the experience of meaning and may therefore
be an interesting mechanism to focus on when developing
potential interventions for older adults experiencing a lack of
meaning in life.
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