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Theoretical and empirical research lead to conflicting perspectives on whether youth from low-income back-
grounds are likely to have access to lives of purpose. To explore this issue, this study used data collected dur-
ing the 2016–2017 academic year from a sample of Southern California youth. Findings suggest (a) youth
from low-income communities are as likely as youth from middle-income communities to report leading lives
of purpose; (b) purpose among low-income youth is associated with many of the same indicators of positive
development as it is among middle-income youth; and (c) youth from low-income backgrounds encounter
personal hardships that, in the presence of familial support and other developmental assets, can inspire pur-
pose. Implications for purpose-fostering interventions among low-income youth are discussed.

Committing to a purpose in life is an important
developmental task of adolescence. During identity
formation, young people experiment with roles and
personalities to determine who they are and where
they fit in the broader world (Erikson, 1980).
According to Erikson (1980), the resolution of iden-
tity development yields fidelity, or a commitment
to a set of personally meaningful values and beliefs.
These far-horizon commitments can form the con-
tours of a life purpose. In this way, committing to a
purpose reflects healthy identity development and
a central facet of positive youth development
(Bronk, 2011; Damon, 2008; Erikson, 1980).

However, whether purpose is equally available
to all young people is an open question (Sumner,
Burrow, & Hill, 2018). In what ways might growing
up in a low-income community present special
challenges to purpose development? Research sug-
gests socioeconomic status is likely to influence
identity development and helping behaviors similar
to purpose (Manstead, 2018); the question is how?

Some theoretical and empirical research suggests
youth from low-income backgrounds may encoun-
ter additional challenges that hinder their pursuit of
purpose. As Maslow’s (1943) classic hierarchy of
needs theory suggests, youth from low-income
backgrounds are more likely than youth from

middle-income backgrounds to lack reliable access
to safe homes and adequate food, and, therefore,
the focus on obtaining these necessities may obfus-
cate attention to other domains of development,
including the search for purpose. Similarly, the
Family Stress Model (Conger & Elder, 1994) sug-
gests economic hardship may undermine parents’
mental health and parenting. Based on the bidirec-
tional relationships among parenting health, parent-
ing practice, and youth outcomes, we might expect
to find the prevalence of purpose among youth
from low-income backgrounds is lower than it is
among youth from middle-income backgrounds.
Some empirical research supports this possibility.
For instance, research finds the presence of purpose
is inversely related to the features of some low-in-
come communities, including stress and anxiety
(Bigler, Neimeyer, & Brown, 2001; Pinquart, 2002),
and a recent study of purpose conducted with
youth of color living in urban areas, determined
that the stress associated with growing up in pov-
erty could act as both a motivator and a barrier to
purpose development (Gutowski, White, Liang,
Diamonti, & Berado, 2018). Based on this small
body of research, we might expect to find that
growing up in a low-income community presents
special challenges to the development of purpose.

On the other hand, positive youth development
scholars argue that indicators of thriving, including
purpose, should be available to all young people,
including those from low-income backgrounds
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(Benson, 2006; Damon, 2004; Lerner, 2004). In addi-
tion, Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist Viktor
Frankl (1959) provided a particularly compelling
example of someone who discovered purpose in an
extremely under-resourced setting. Frankl spent
3 years as a concentration camp inmate, subjected
to torture and near-starvation food rations, and yet
during this time he thought deeply about his pur-
pose and the significance of leading a life of pur-
pose more generally. He noted that among his
fellow inmates who had the opportunity to live,
those who did were often similarly inspired by a
purpose, such as returning to a hidden child or fin-
ishing a professional project. Upon being freed from
the camp, Frankl (1959) wrote that all people,
regardless of their economic or personal circum-
stances, could lead lives of purpose. Consistent
with this theoretical perspective, a recent study con-
cluded that youth of color, who are often over-rep-
resented in low-income communities, were two
times more likely than White youth to describe hav-
ing a clear intention, which is an important compo-
nent of purpose (Moran, Bundick, Malin, & Reilly,
2012).

These diverging theoretical predictions and
empirical findings suggest the experience and
prevalence of purpose are likely to vary among
youth based on family income level, but they do
not specify how the prevalence, correlates, or the
process of discovering purpose is likely to be
shaped by socioeconomic status.

Garcia Coll et al. (1996) integrative model of
child development suggests developmental out-
comes, such as purpose, are likely to vary as a
function of youths’ social addresses, including
their socioeconomic backgrounds. Framed by
social stratification theory (Attewell & Fitzgerald,
1980), this model suggests that in the United
States, socioeconomic status and ethnicity are
important social position factors that shape devel-
opment through experiences of racism, prejudice,
discrimination, oppression, and segregation. These
experiences in turn shape the interactions’ youth
have with individuals and institutions in their
proximal environments, including with families,
friends, schools, and communities; these kinds of
interactions have been found to influence purpose
formation (Damon, 2008). Accordingly, as a result
of discrimination associated with their socioeco-
nomic status, youth may engage in conversations
with their friends and family members that shape
their sense of justice and inspire them to take a
more active role in social and political change pro-
cesses.

Similarly, Spencer, Dupree, and Hartman (1997)
have argued that to understand key components of
purpose, and meaning making more generally, we
need to consider the individual in the larger micro
and macrosystems and the environmental feedback
youth receive as a result of their culture, ethnicity,
and social class. With too few exceptions (e.g., Hart
& Matsuba, 2009), researchers have neglected to
explore the way low-resourced communities shape
healthy youth development (Sumner et al., 2018),
and this omission hampers our ability to effectively
intervene to reduce the negative effects and
strengthen the positive effects of these contexts. To
enable all young people to thrive, an investigation
of purpose among youth from low-income back-
grounds is warranted.

This is an especially important issue to address
since purpose may be particularly beneficial to
youth from more impoverished backgrounds. For
instance, a recent study concluded that the presence
of purpose mitigated the effects of poverty on
youths’ antisocial activities, such as disobeying and
bullying (Machell, Disabato, & Kashdan, 2016).
Despite the many benefits of leading a life of pur-
pose, much research on this topic—especially
among individuals from low-income backgrounds
—has relied on a deficit-reduction orientation,
rather than a positive developmental perspective.
For instance, studies have concluded that youth
from low-income backgrounds with high purpose
scores, compared to youth from low-income back-
grounds with low purpose scores, report fewer sex-
ual partners and are less likely to engage in violent
acts (DuRant, Cadenhead, Pendergast, Slavens, &
Linder, 1994; DuRant, Getts, Cadenhead, Emans, &
Woods, 1995). Another study concluded that indi-
viduals growing up in poverty often live in a con-
stant state of stress (Aneshensel & Sucoff, 1996),
and purpose and meaning are associated with posi-
tive coping and decreased stress (Ishida & Okada,
2006; Kass et al., 1991; Steger & Frazier, 2005),
including decreased acculturative stress levels (Pan,
Wong, Joubert, & Chan, 2008). These compelling
findings further underscore the importance of
studying purpose among youth from low-income
backgrounds.

Definitional Matters

Purpose refers to a long-term, forward-looking
intention to accomplish personally meaningful aims
that are of consequence to the broader world
(Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003). This conception
highlights three important features. First, purpose is
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a goal-oriented intention. It is a far-horizon aim that
provides one’s life with an enduring and motivat-
ing sense of direction. Second, a purpose in life is
personally meaningful, which is typically evidenced
by the dedication of time, energy, and resources
toward its pursuit. Finally, in addition to being sig-
nificant to the self, a purpose in life is also of conse-
quence to the world beyond-the-self. This
dimension distinguishes the construct from mean-
ing. Although any activity that is personally signifi-
cant can be said to be meaningful, only those aims
that are personally significant and inspired by a
desire to make a difference in the broader world
can be said to be purposeful (Damon et al., 2003).
To the extent that individuals report having a long-
term, personally meaningful intentions to accom-
plish aims that enable them to make a difference in
the broader world, they can be said to lead lives of
purpose. Accordingly, individuals can display more
or fewer signs of purpose. Empirical studies find
that about 20% of adolescents meet all the criteria
for purpose, about 55% display some signs, and
only about a quarter of adolescents show no indica-
tions of purpose, at least not yet (Damon, 2008).

Research finds purpose is associated with indica-
tors of positive development, at least for individu-
als from middle-income backgrounds. For instance,
compared to others, individuals with purpose
report being more grateful (Malin, Liauw, &
Damon, 2017), hopeful (Bronk, Hill, Lapsley, Talib,
& Finch, 2009), and satisfied with their lives (Bronk
et al., 2009; Gillham et al., 2011). Other studies,
using a measure of purpose that assesses personal
meaningfulness and goal orientation (but not a
commitment to aims beyond-the-self), have con-
cluded that purpose is associated with physical
activity (Hooker & Masters, 2014), sleep quality
(Turner, Smith, & Ong, 2017), physical safety
(Rainey, 2014), and self-reported health (Hill,
Edmonds, & Hampson, 2017). These findings are,
by and large, correlational in nature, but recent
research suggests that purpose may contribute to
these beneficial outcomes. How people live their
lives influences their genetic expression, and indi-
viduals with purpose lead lives that appear to con-
tribute to favorable profiles of gene expression in
immune cells (Fredrickson et al., 2015; Kitayama,
Akutsu, Uchida, & Cole, 2016). In short, at least
among individuals from middle-income back-
grounds, the pursuit of purpose is closely associ-
ated with a variety of indicators of positive
development. The extent to which purpose is
related to these same positive outcomes for youth
from low-income backgrounds remains unclear.

Present Study

Using an explanatory sequential mixed-methods
design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), this study
sought to examine purpose among samples of
youth growing up in low- and middle-income com-
munities. An explanatory sequential mixed-methods
design allows researchers to first conduct quantita-
tive analyses (in this case to gauge the prevalence
and positive developmental correlates of purpose)
and subsequently to employ qualitative research
methods (in this case to determine how youth from
low-income neighborhoods discover purpose). Nei-
ther qualitative nor quantitative methods alone
would have provided the comprehensive insight
we sought regarding purpose among youth from
low-income backgrounds. Accordingly, a mixed
methods design was warranted.

This study featured two samples of adolescents
from neighboring communities. One sample of
youth was from a low-income community and the
other from a near-by middle-income community.
Although we were primarily interested in exploring
the prevalence and nature of purpose among youth
from low-income backgrounds, we included a mid-
dle-income sample to provide context to our find-
ings. We hope to avoid the impression that youth
from middle-income backgrounds are the standard
against which other groups of youth should be
compared. However, in this study they provided a
useful point of comparison, without which scores
from the low-income sample would have been diffi-
cult to interpret. Three related research questions
guided this investigation. First, how prevalent is
purpose among youth from low-income communi-
ties? Second, which indicators of positive youth
development are related to purpose among youth
from low-income communities? Third, how do
youth from low-income communities discover pur-
pose?

Method

Participants and Procedure

To address these questions, data were collected
during the 2016–2017 academic year, and partici-
pants (N = 307) included youth from low-income
(n = 164) and middle-income (n = 143) backgrounds
from two neighboring communities in Southern
California. Students from low-income backgrounds
reportedly qualified for free or reduced-price
lunches through the National School Lunch Pro-
gram (NSLP), and students from middle-income
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backgrounds reportedly did not qualify for this pro-
gram. At one of the two high schools, nearly three-
quarters of the students qualified (74.3%; California
Department of Education, 2016), and at the other
high school only a little more than a quarter did
(27.8%). Accordingly, students unsure of their eligi-
bility were categorized based on the school they
attended. Sixty-seven students were unsure of their
NSLP eligibility; of those, some were categorized as
middle-income (n = 38) and others as low-income
(n = 29) based on the demographic characteristics
at their school. None of the statistical relationships
differed significantly when excluding “unsure” stu-
dents from analyses, so these data were included to
maintain statistical power.

An announcement about the study was made at
both high schools, and following the protocol
approved by our Institutional Review Board, inter-
ested students logged in online to complete surveys
and consent procedures, including parental consent.
In addition to soliciting demographic information,
surveys asked students to provide their email
addresses, so we could invite them to participate in
interviews, if selected. Students were compensated
$5 for completing surveys and $20 for participating
in interviews. Both public high schools serve ethni-
cally diverse student bodies; however, the ethnic
composition of the two schools differed in impor-
tant ways. A complete report of demographics can
be found in Table 1.

To enable a person by context investigation that
takes into account sociocultural contexts, including
social class, qualitative research methods were
employed (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Although this
study was primarily concerned with understanding

how socioeconomic status shaped purpose develop-
ment, we recognize that social class and ethnicity
are often overlapping constructs for U.S. youth
(Garcia Coll et al., 1996), and a qualitative investi-
gation enabled us to explore the interaction of
social class, culture, and ethnicity in purpose devel-
opment. Following a criterion sampling approach
(Patton, 2014), a subset of students from both
socioeconomic backgrounds, specifically those who
scored in the top one-third on the survey of pur-
pose, were invited to participate in approximately
60-min interviews (N = 46; participants from low-
income background n = 26; participants from mid-
dle-income background n = 20). Interviewees from
low-income backgrounds had a mean age of 16.7
(SD = 0.5), were 54% female, and included Latinx
(58%), multiracial (19%), Asian (15%), Middle East-
ern (4%), and European American (4%) students.
Interviewees from middle-income backgrounds had
a mean age of 16.8 (SD = 0.6), were 62% female,
and included European American (43%), Latinx
(24%), multiracial (19%), Asian (10%), and Middle
Eastern (5%) students.

Measures

Claremont Purpose Scale

An early version of the Claremont Purpose Scale
(CPS) was administered to gauge the presence of
purpose. The scale has since been shortened (Bronk,
Riches, & Mangan, 2018). Consistent with the defi-
nition of purpose (Damon et al., 2003), the CPS
assesses the three correlated dimensions of purpose
(e.g., personal meaningfulness, goal orientation, and
a beyond-the-self orientation). Data using this ver-
sion of the CPS were internally consistent (a = .89),
and a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) with
these data confirmed its three-factor structure
(v2[df = 87] = 129.27, p < .001, v2/df ratio = 1.49;
comparative fit index = .96; root mean square error
of approximation = .06, 90% CI [.03, .08];
SRMR = .05). The CFA revealed that factors loaded
on the proper dimensions (e.g., meaning items
loaded on the meaning factor, etc.), and the three
latent factors loaded onto the second-order latent
factor of purpose. This measure assesses purpose as
a continuous variable, where high scores indicate
individuals meet all the criteria for purpose, mid-
range scores indicate they meet some criteria, and
low scores indicate they meet only one or none of
the criteria. Five items assess each dimension,
including, “I have long-term goals I am working
toward” (goal-directedness), “I have discovered a

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Low- (n = 164) and Middle-Income
(n = 143) Samples

Low-income Middle-income

African American 2% 2%
Asian/Pacific Islander 12% 11%
European American 7% 34%
Latinx 66% 22%
Multiracial 12% 24%
Other 1% 6%
Female 52% 55%
Age (SD) 16.7 (0.62) 16.5 (0.75)
Age range 15–18 14–18

Note. “Other” ethnicity includes Arab/Middle Eastern, American
Indian, and self-identified Other. Two-percent identified as
another gender among low-income sample.
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satisfying life purpose” (personal meaningfulness),
and “I think it is important that every person in the
world be treated equally” (beyond-the-self orienta-
tion). Responses were measured using a Likert-type
scale anchored from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree), and scores were averaged across
subscales to yield a composite purpose score. Evi-
dencing its convergent validity, purpose scores on
this measure correlated positively with life satisfac-
tion and negatively with depression, in this sample
and in previous research (Bronk, Riches, et al.,
2018). This measure has been administered to youth
from diverse socioeconomic, ethnic, and cultural
backgrounds (e.g., Baumsteiger, Mangan, Bronk, &
Bono, 2019; Bronk, Leontopoulou, & McConchie,
2018; Bronk, Riches, et al., 2018; Bronk et al., 2019).

Multiple measures were administered to assess
the relationship between purpose and the positive
development of youth from low-income back-
grounds. Measures of hope, life satisfaction, proso-
cial intentions, peer support, positive affect, and
depression were administered to assess important
aspects of psychological well-being, and measures of
self-reported general health, feelings of safety, sleep
quality, stress, and exercise were administered to
assess relevant dimensions of physical well-being.
Table 2 features a brief review of the scales adminis-
tered and relevant descriptive statistics. Some mea-
sures were adapted to reduce the overall number of
items. Unless otherwise noted, response endpoints
were anchored on a Likert-type scale from 1 (defi-
nitely would not/never/strongly disagree) to 7 (definitely
would/very often/strongly agree). Scores were aver-
aged, and higher scores indicated a greater presence
of each construct. Internal consistency for all mea-
sures was acceptable (all as > .65).

Revised Youth Purpose Interview

In addition to the surveys, we administered the
Revised Youth Purpose Interview (Andrews et al.,
2006), a semistructured interview protocol designed
to explore the presence of purpose, the processes
through which purposes are discovered, and sup-
ports and obstacles for purpose formation. More
specifically, the first third of the interview features
questions that encourage participants to reflect on
and identify possible sources of purpose by posing
questions such as, “What matters most to you?
What are you hoping to accomplish in your life?”
To gauge the extent to which these intentions meet
the criteria for purpose, the second third of the
interview explores the degree to which these aims
are personally meaningful (e.g., “How much do

you care about this aim, relative to other aims in
your life?”, the degree to which the young person
is actively involved in pursuing these aims (e.g.,
“Are you doing anything today to make progress
toward this aim? If so, what?”), and the degree to
which these aims are motivated by a desire to make
a difference in the broader world (e.g., “Why is this
aim so important to you?”) The final third of the
protocol probes the discovery, pursuit, and experi-
ence of participants’ purposes. For instance, ques-
tions ask, “How did you discover your purpose in
life? Who helped you find your purpose?” Inter-
views were conducted by members of the research
team, all of whom underwent extensive training,
and they were conducted in school libraries during
and immediately after school. Interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and identifying information
was removed.

Data Analysis

To address the first two research questions,
regarding the prevalence of purpose and the rela-
tionship between purpose and indicators of positive
development, we compared survey responses from
the two groups and conducted three analyses. First,
we ran correlations on the relationships among all
variables for the complete sample to assess whether
variables related to one another in expected ways.
Second, we compared mean levels of purpose
between the two groups to determine whether
youth from the low- and middle-income communi-
ties differed in the extent to which they had identi-
fied a purpose for their lives. Third, we calculated
correlations and compared them to determine
whether purpose was differentially associated with
indicators of positive development across samples.
Correlations were calculated separately on data
from the low- and middle-income sample.

To address the third research question, regarding
the way youth from low-income communities dis-
covered purpose, we conducted interviews. Two
members of the research team read through each
transcript at least three times. The first time they
read and coded the manuscripts following the con-
ventions of the Revised Youth Purpose codebook
(Malin et al., 2008) to ensure youth displayed at
least signs of purpose. Among both the low- and
middle-income samples, all youth displayed at least
some signs of purpose, meaning they clearly
demonstrated at least two of the three dimensions
of the construct (e.g., goal directedness, personal
meaningfulness, beyond-the-self orientation) and
most (n = 36 of 46 total; n = 20 of 26 low-income
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sample; n = 16 of 20 middle-income sample) dis-
played a clear purpose in life, meaning they
demonstrated all three dimensions. For all analyses,
coders used a consensual approach to reach agree-
ment, whereby the two coders compared their
emerging codes with one another and vetted them
with a third member of the research team who
served as an auditor (e.g., Hill et al., 2005). The

second time coders read through the transcripts,
they looked for evidence of the process through
which youth discovered purpose. Here our coding
process reflected a thematic analysis utilizing the
constant comparative approach to develop codes
(Given, 2008; Glaser, 1965). Thematic analysis is a
largely descriptive approach to analyzing qualita-
tive data. Consistent with this approach, we

Table 2
Measures of Positive Development

Scale name Description N a Sample item(s) M (SD)

The Hope Scale (Snyder et al.,
1991)

Assesses two dimensions of
hope, pathways and will

8 .85 “I can think of many ways to get
myself out of a jam.”
(Pathways)

“I meet the goals that I set for
myself.” (Agency)

5.15 (0.92)

Satisfaction with Life Scale
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen, &
Griffin, 1985)

Global life satisfaction measure 5 .80 “The conditions of my life are
excellent.”

4.56 (1.28)

Prosocial Behavior Intentions
Scale (Baumsteiger & Siegel,
2019)

Assesses how likely one is to act
on opportunities to help
others

5 .72 “Comfort someone I know after
they experienced difficult
times.”

6.01 (0.85)

Peer Support Scale (Armsden &
Greenberg, 1987)

Gauges quality of friendships
with peers

4 .84 “If my friends know something
is bothering me, they ask me
about it.”

5.68 (1.21)

Trait Positive Adjective
Questionnaire (Cohen, Doyle,
Turner, Alper, & Skoner,
2003)

Indicates how accurately the
adjective describes one
generally

7 .84 “Lively,” “happy,” “calm” 4.69 (1.03)

PHQ-9 Depression Screener
(Kroenke, Spitzer, & Williams,
2001)a

Asks how many times one was
bothered with certain
problems over a 2-week
period

9 .86 “Feeling bad about yourself—or
that you are a failure or have
let yourself or your family
down”

17.14 (5.71)

Self-Rated Healthb One question about subjective
rating of one’s own health

1 N/A “In general, how is your health?
Would you say . . .”

5.43 (1.29)

Physical Activityc Two questions about whether
they engage in organized and
non-organized exercise

2 .05d “Do you engage in nonorganized
exercise at least once a week
(such as, gardening, running,
bike riding, etc.)?”

0.58 (0.49)/
0.69 (0.46)

Contextual Safety Three questions about feeling
unsafe in home, school, and
neighborhoods contexts

3 .65 “How often do you feel afraid
walking around your
neighborhood?”

5.63 (1.53)

Sleep Quality Scale (Short,
Gradisar, Lack, Wright, &
Chatburn, 2013)b

Two questions about subjective
sleep quality

2 .70d “In the past 2 weeks, how often
have you had a good night’s
sleep?”

3.67 (1.46)

Short-Form Perceived Stress
Scale-4 (Warttig, Forshaw,
South, & White, 2013)

Four questions about ability to
cope with stressors in daily
life over 1 month

4 .69 “In the last month, how often
have you felt you were
unable to control the
important things in your
life?”

3.77 (1.13)

Note. N refers to the number of items in each scale. a refers to Cronbach’s a. Means and SDs are for the total sample.
aScores are summed with a potential range from 9 (lowest) to 36 (highest), and endpoints anchored from 1 (not at all) to 4 (nearly every
day). bEndpoints anchored from 1 (poor/no days) to 7 (excellent/everyday). cEndpoints anchored from 0 (no) to 1 (yes). dCorrelation
between the two items, not Cronbach’s a.
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reviewed transcripts to identify themes that helped
explain how youth from low-income communities
discovered their purposes in life. As each new theme
emerged, we looked for evidence of it in subsequent
transcripts. Along the way we edited, omitted, and
extended themes to ensure they best fit the data.
What we were left with was a set of thematic codes
that helped explain purpose development. Consis-
tent with an inductive investigation, we did not have
a priori hypotheses; however, existing research on
purpose development served as sensitizing concepts
(Charmaz, 2003). Sensitizing concepts provide a gen-
eral sense of “reference and guidance in approaching
empirical instances. Although definitive concepts
provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing con-
cepts merely suggest directions along which to look”
(Blumer, 1954, p. 7). In particular, as a result of the
literature, we were attentive to the role ethnic minor-
ity status, social support, and opportunities for
engagement might have played in purpose forma-
tion (e.g., Gutowski et al., 2018; Moran et al., 2012;
Sumner et al., 2018). Once the coding scheme was
established, all transcripts were re-read and re-coded
a third time to determine the prevalence of themes
across participants. Only those codes that appeared
across at least three individuals were retained.

Among the low-income sample, a number of
interesting themes emerged, but two were particu-
larly relevant to the purpose formation process: the
presence of personal hardships––including financial
challenges, racism and sexism, and health issues––
and the presence of developmental supports––in-
cluding familial support, like-minded peers, and a
religious belief system.

Findings from this part of the study are reported
and should be interpreted in light of the qualitative
methods used. For instance, we report that emer-
gent themes apply to many or most (14 or more),
some (7–13), or a few (3–6) individuals in the low-
income sample (n = 26) and many of most (11 or
more), some (6–10), or a few (3–5) individuals in
the middle-income sample (n = 20). Providing more
accurate numbers or percentages would be inappro-
priate given the purposeful, nonrandom nature of
the sample.

Results

Quantitative Results

Correlational Analyses

Preliminary analyses indicated most constructs
were correlated with purpose in the expected

directions, suggesting data generated by these sur-
vey items were valid. Table 3 reports intercorrela-
tions.

Presence of Purpose

The first research question concerned the preva-
lence of purpose across low- and middle-income
groups. Mean purpose scores were compared
between groups to assess whether the groups
reported similar scores. Results indicated the two
groups did not differ in the prevalence of purpose
overall, nor were there significant differences
between groups across the dimensions of purpose
(see Table 4).

Indicators of Positive Development

To address the second research question, assess-
ing the relationships among purpose and indicators
of positive development, we ran correlations for
both samples. Given the number of tests conducted,
Holm-adjusted p-values were computed to control
family wise error rates (Holm, 1979). The adjust-
ment is similar to the Bonferroni correction but
retains greater statistical power (Aickin & Gensler,
1996). Fisher z-transformation tests of the differ-
ences between correlations were also calculated.
Confidence intervals around the correlations are
reported to increase confidence we are not making
Type II errors (e.g., false-negative). Greater overlap
of the confidence intervals indicates a lower likeli-
hood of making a Type II error. The lack of a sig-
nificant z-value indicates the relationship was
similar between the two groups. This approach
(e.g., comparing correlations) was more reasonable
than running regressions with interaction terms,
given the difficulties in detecting significant interac-
tions, particularly with prospective causal-compara-
tive designs, such as this one (Gay, Mills, &
Airasian, 2012; Schenker & Rumrill, 2004). Most
variables were significantly associated with purpose
and relationships trended in the expected direction
(e.g., life satisfaction and self-rated health positively
correlated with purpose).

The relationships between purpose and indica-
tors of positive development, which are displayed
in Table 5, were largely observed across the two
samples. For instance, among the low-income sam-
ple, purpose was positively associated with hope,
life satisfaction, prosocial intentions, peer support,
and positive affect, and it was negatively associated
with depression. Purpose was also positively associ-
ated with self-rated health, feeling safe, and sleep
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quality. It was negatively associated with stress and
unrelated to exercise (see Table 5). Among the mid-
dle-income sample, purpose was positively associ-
ated with hope, life satisfaction, prosocial
intentions, peer support, and positive affect. It was
not associated with depression, which was surpris-
ing. However, this was likely due to the more con-
servative alpha region for rejection (e.g., p < .008
rather than < .05, given the Holm adjustment) for
the p-value for this correlation. Purpose was posi-
tively associated with self-rated health but was
unrelated to feeling safe, sleep, stress, sports, and

Table 3
Zero-Order Correlations for All Variables, Total Sample

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1 CPS —

2 Hope .66 —

3 SWL .47 .53 —

4 ProSoc. .27 .25 .16 —

5 Peer .33 .25 .22 .26 —

6 TAQ .47 .49 .42 .19 .30 —

7 PHQ9 �.28 �.31 �.47 �.08 �.28 �.37 —

8 Health .30 .42 .38 .13 .21 .26 �.39 —

9 Sport .07 .08 .15 .02 �.01 .12 �.15 .27 —

10 Exerc. .09 .14 .08 .09 .09 .09 �.20 .16 .05 —

11 Safety .22 .23 .29 .24 .16 .23 �.33 .24 .05 �.07 —

12 Sleep .18 .21 .31 .06 .19 .28 �.40 .32 .19 .19 .13 —

13 Stress �.24 �.29 �.45 �.04 �.26 �.36 .61 �.27 �.09 �.08 �.36 �.30 —

Note. Bolded correlations are significant at p < .05. All variables were normally distributed (i.e., skewness and kurtosis < |1|).
CPS = Claremont Purpose Scale; SLW = satisfaction with life; ProSoc = prosocial intentions; Peer = peer acceptance; TAQ = trait posi-
tive affect; PHQ9 = depression screener; Health = self-rated health; Sport = organized sports participation; Exerc = nonorganized exer-
cise; Safety = contextual safety; Sleep = sleep quality.

Table 4
Means, SDs, and Difference Tests for Purpose Dimensions Across
Samples

Low-income Middle-income t-Value

CPS composite 5.51 (0.87) 5.54 (0.89) �.34
Meaning 4.76 (1.43) 4.64 (1.54) .72
Goal-orientation 5.72 (1.05) 5.90 (1.04) �1.45
Beyond-the-self 6.04 (0.76) 6.07 (0.82) �.36

Note. No p-values were significant (all ps > .147). Degrees of
freedom on all tests was 305. SDs are in parentheses next to
means.

Table 5
Comparison of Correlations Between Indicators of Positive Development and Purpose Among Low- and Middle-Income Samples

Low-income 95% CI Middle-income 95% CI ΔFisher’s Z

Hope .62*** [.51, .70] .70*** [.61, .78] 1.62
Life satisfaction .42*** [.29, .54] .54*** [.41, .65] 1.56
Prosocial intentions .25** [.10, .39] .29** [.14, .43] 0.38
Peer support .35*** [.21, .48] .30** [.14, .44] 0.37
Positive affect .49*** [.37, .60] .46*** [.32, .58] 0.33
Depression �.34*** [�.47, �.19] �.22 [�.37, �.05] 1.18
Health .33*** [.18, .46] .28** [.12, .42] 0.07
Safety .24* [.09, .38] .20 [.04, .35] 0.23
Sleep .19* [.04, .33] �.02 [�.19, .14] 1.48
Stress �.30** [�.44, �.16] �.17 [�.33, �.01] 0.90
Sportsa �.01 [�.16, .15] .16 [�.01, .31] 1.29
Exercisea .05 [�.11, .20] .13 [�.03, .29] 0.67

Note. Holm-adjusted p values are reported.
aDummy-coded: 0 = no, 1 = yes. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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exercise. No correlations differed significantly
between the two groups, indicating the relationship
between purpose and these indicators was similar
across the two samples from different socioeco-
nomic backgrounds (see Table 5).

Qualitative Findings

To explore the third research question, regarding
how youth from low-income communities discov-
ered purpose, we turned to the interviews. Findings
here suggested that youth in this sample discovered
purpose in a variety of ways. For instance, a 17-
year-old multiethnic female reportedly found pur-
pose in her faith, and she credited her commitment
to serving God, to her Dad, who was a pastor (ID
147). A 17-year-old Latinx male found purpose in
enacting social and political change, and he pointed
to national and international issues as inspiring his
commitment to this aim (ID 40). These pathways to
purpose were each particular to one or two individ-
uals.

However, across slightly more than half the
low-income sample, a fairly consistent purpose-dis-
covery process, which was reflected in two
themes, emerged. The first theme suggested that
personal hardships served as catalysts for purpose
development, under certain conditions. Most youth
from the low-income community talked about
encountering personal hardships (e.g., financial
hardships, racial and gender bias, health issues,
etc.), but only some of these hardships inspired
purpose. In some cases, youth experienced hard-
ships that did not inspire purposes. For instance, a
Latinx 16-year-old female from the low-income
community noted that she wanted to do more to
support “justice and equality” in the world (ID
104). “I want a future where everybody is equal,”
she told us. Her Mom left Mexico in hopes of
finding greater equality, but she continued to
experience discrimination—albeit to a lesser
degree, she told us—in the US.

[My Mom] always fought through everything
like working, climbing up the ladder in her
work, to get more money, so she can help me
out, for my future and everything. Just having
equality is a reason why she stayed here.

When asked what she was doing to help pro-
mote greater equality, the young woman said, “I
don’t know. It’s kind of hard, like what can I do to
change things? I don’t know what I could do. I
guess, like talking to people, maybe? I don’t know.

I don’t know.” This young woman provides a com-
pelling negative case. She experienced a challenge
which inspired a potential purpose around support-
ing social change, but she did not know how to
take productive action. Perhaps, if she had had
access to an institution or individual who could
have directed her or better supported her, this inter-
est may have taken root and bloomed as a purpose.

As is clear from this negative case, personal
hardships were only likely to inspire purpose when
supportive individuals and/ or institutions were
also available. In other words, youth who experi-
enced personal hardships and had access to devel-
opmental assets, most commonly familial support,
like-minded peers, and religious belief systems,
tended to develop a purpose in life. The second
theme suggested access to developmental assets
provided critical support that encouraged youth to
take action to address the personal hardships in
ways that benefited not only themselves, but others
as well. In this way, access to developmental assets
enabled youth to connect personal hardships in the
past to opportunities for meaningful action in the
future, and, in so doing, to discover purpose. It is
noteworthy that the interview protocol included
open-ended questions designed to probe supports
and obstacles to purpose formation, but it did not
ask about any of the specific personal hardships or
developmental assets that emerged. In other words,
references to personal hardships, including financial
hardships, racial and sexual bias, and health issues,
along with references to developmental assets,
including familial support, like-mined peers, and
religious belief systems, emerged spontaneously.

We looked for evidence of this same purpose-
discovery process among youth in the middle-in-
come sample, and we only found one instance
where it applied. Most youth from both samples
reported access to developmental assets, but,
whereas most youth from the low-income sample
discussed encountering personal hardships, only a
few from the middle-income sample did. Interest-
ingly, as evident in some of the quotations in
Table 6, youth from both samples discussed many
of the same hardships (e.g., financial issues, racial
and sexual bias, health issues, etc.), but youth in
the low-income sample were more likely to experi-
ence these issues as personal hardships. For instance,
youth from both samples talked about racism, but
youth in the low-income sample talked about it as
a personal hardship, whereas youth in the middle-
income sample talked about it as a societal prob-
lem. Table 6 includes representative quotations and
indications of prevalence for each of the themes
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Table 6
Emergent Themes, Subthemes, and Prevalence of Themes Across Samples

Hardships
Low-income sample Middle-income sample

Most participants reported hardships Few reported hardships

Financial
difficulties

My biggest concerns are money . . . Like if I’m not
able to pay for stuff. Or like becoming homeless
. . . That’s all I really think about is if I’m not able
to pay. Since like right now, my mom’s struggling
with money . . . I was just starting to think, oh,
what if this happens to me? (ID 11, 17-year-old
Latinx female)

*[Stocks] have fascinated me since I was young. I remember when
I bought my first stock I was 15 . . . Stocks are cool . . . I like
to have a safety net of money, and I hate dipping into it . . . .
It gives me anxiety. (ID 128, 17-year-old Middle Eastern
male)

I’ve always wanted to be a pathologist and study
infectious disease, but, the bottom-line is, I don’t
have money to get me there . . . to do that, you
have to be in school like 10–12 years, and I can’t
afford that. And I can’t expect my family to help. I
can’t put them through that. (ID 89, 16-year-old
Latinx male)

I was asking [myself], “How can you survive in the music
industry these days?” . . . It’s a pretty tough one to make
money from, but, if it’s done the right way, you could
probably pull it off, but it’s hard to do. (ID 154, 17-year-old
White male)

Racism/sexism I was with [my dad] when he was fighting for his
papers . . . I come from immigrant parents. Well,
my Dad has his papers already, but my Grandma
. . . that concerns me a lot. Like if [the
government] is really going to take everyone away.
(ID 54, 17-year-old Latinx female)

*I’m 601″; light skin, because that’s all you hear on the news,
when they try to identify people . . . [Society] is still racist,
but it’s not that racist. I’m not worried about being Mexican
in America . . . . I’m not concerned about racial tensions,
really. (ID 13, 17-year-old Latinx male)

People like to undermine women, mostly men. But
[my mom] always fought through everything like
working, climbing up the ladder in her work, to
get more money, so she can help me out, for my
future . . . . Having equality is a reason why she
stayed here. “Cause she came here from Mexico
. . .” . (ID 104, 17-year-old Latinx female)

*If I wanna play the race card, I feel like I could face some racial
discrimination. But aside from that, in terms of business, you
. . . just like fashion, you could fail at any given moment, but
it’s whether or not you work to recover. (ID 128, 17-year-old
Middle Eastern male)

Health Becoming an oncologist. It’s the one goal that I’ve had
since my brother got diagnosed. Then, before my
brother passed away, I promised him I was gonna
be an oncologist. So, I’m determined, ’cause I never
break a promise. (ID 54, 17-year-old Latinx female)

I tore my hamstring in a soccer game, and I went through the
process of going through all the physical therapy, the check-
ups, and it’s something that interests me . . . All the muscles
and the bones. It’s always interested me since I was in
seventh grade. (ID 254, 16-year-old White male)

I’ve taken therapy like three times . . . . This one time
they sent me to the [psychiatric hospital] . . . My
sister, she drew a picture of me coming out of the
hospital, and she’s like, “I love you. I miss you.
Come back,” . . . And I just started changing,
started progressing. (ID 11, 17-year-old Latinx
female)

I was depressed . . . in high school . . . thinking about, “Man,
this is never going to get better,” but, whenever my mom took
me to the doctor . . . my mom was like “I know you can get
better.” (ID 121, 17-year-old Latinx female)

Developmental
assets Most reported assets Most reported assets

Familial
support

I do it for my parents because they came over here and they’re
really hard working and it motivates me to be hard
working. (ID 77, 17-year-old Latinx male)

I have a lot of great family that’s surrounding me and
important people in my life that have made it worth living,
and I don’t feel like that’s gonna change or go away. (ID
112, 17-year-old, White female)

You should always watch over family before you think about
anything else, because in the end, they are the ones that
are always there for you . . . I’m one of the people that can
go home, and it’ll be fine because it’s not just a house, it’s
a home for me. (ID 105, 17-year-old Latinx female)

Being able to work with my family has helped me to be more
confident, helped me to learn how to advise people better
. . . My mom’s always been really good at giving advice
and very good at giving her opinion. (ID 39, 17-year-old
White female)
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and sub-themes that emerged. To provide a rich
and detailed description of what these themes
looked like in this sample, we include three brief
case studies in the following section. Cases were
selected to illustrate some of the different purposes,
hardships, and developmental assets that emerged
and to provide a rich and detailed picture of the
purpose-discovery process.

The first, a 17-year-old Latinx male from the
low-income sample, found purpose in creating
movies that move people or teach them a lesson.
“I’m a huge movie fanatic, movie buff, that’s what
I wanna pursue as a career. I’m gonna go into film-
ing and directing. My school I want, my three
choices, USC, UCLA and NYU because they have
really excellent film” (ID 134). Dreams of directing
and filming pervaded his daily thoughts and filled
his spare time: “I listen to music and I think, ‘Oh
that’d go well with this cool scene,’ and then I

develop characters [for] that scene and build a story
around it. . . .And yes, that’s free time.”

His commitment to creating films derived from a
desire to influence others. “I just grew up loving
movies, and I think it’s so cool ‘cause movies can
do so much for everyone’.” He said he wanted to
make movies that provided important “social com-
mentary,” but also “inspiring movies, just fun
movies, funny movies, scary movies.” His commit-
ment to creating movies that influence others came
through in his interview. “I definitely wanna make
movies with a purpose rather than just making
money.” He felt strongly that movies could effect
important changes in viewers. “Movies don’t have
to be the thing that changes the world, but I think
they definitely can, if you try.”

When asked why he loved movies so much, he
pointed to his past. He reported that he grew up
“really, really poor.” In and out of shelters and

Table Table 6
Continued

Developmental
assets Most reported assets Most reported assets

Religious/faith Well, [God]’s helped me through all the stuff I’ve been through
growing up as a kid. He helped my whole family get back
up when my brother passed away. (ID 54, 17-year-old
Latinx female)

It’s joyful. Like the whole––at least prayer and worship,
specifically, is like the joyful factor . . . . It’s just the
unison factor of all the people doing this and then serving
God and worshiping God. And then the fact that tons and
tons of people all around the world are doing the exact
same thing. (ID 27, 17-year-old multiethnic female)

Religion is like a motivation . . . . They teach us how he went
through so much struggle and still pushed through. And I
just think of it that way, even though I’m struggling, he’s
always going to be there for me; he’s going to help me. (ID
11, 17-year-old Latinx female)

Just having faith in God . . . . [Without that] I kind of
realized that my life will never be fully complete. I’ll never
totally feel 100% happiness, but, if I just don’t put my
faith in material things, I know I’ll eventually reach that,
and I’ll be happier. (ID 73, 15-year-old Latinx female)

Like-minded
peers

I want to surround myself with like-minded individuals who
can inspire me to go further beyond my comfort zone and
push for greater things. But if I’m hanging around people
who don’t have the drive or aren’t really intelligent, then I
don’t want to really surround myself with them. (ID 89,
16-year-old Latinx male)

Important to me would probably be my friends at school. I feel
like, if you get a good set of friends, they’ll push you to do
your best. (ID 21, 17-year-old White male)

Probably friends. I like whoever really comes around, and who
has the same mindset. Like, education’s important to them.
They’re not gonna just joke around. I don’t associate with
people like that, ’’cause I need people who are gonna make
me better.” (ID 59, 16-year-old Asian American female)

Friends––I really value my friends and hanging out with
friends, and how I can help them, and how they can help
me, and, just, friendships in general. (ID 118, 17-year-old
White female)

Purpose-
hardship
process

Most demonstrated evidence of the hardship purpose-
discovery process

Only one demonstrated evidence of the hardship
purpose-discovery process

*Indicates that a youth from the middle-income sample discussed the same topic as youth from the low-income sample, but they identi-
fied the issue as a societal rather than a personal hardship. Only a few youth from the middle-income community identified personal
hardships.
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living with friends and extended family members,
he developed a love of movies:

The only thing I could afford really growing up
was this dollar theatre that was next to my
apartment. So, every Tuesday my mom would
take me to the dollar theatre because it was only
a dollar or $2 for us.

Poverty could have derailed his pursuit of pur-
pose. “There’s always the issue of money.” But,
instead, it forged it. He pointed to his Mom’s sup-
port as critical to his purpose-discovery.

[My Mom] always had big dreams, but she
didn’t get the support from her parents, and,
because of that, it sort of infringed upon her abil-
ity to achieve them. And then she had me, and I
had no Dad. She had to take care of me, work
three jobs at once. She’s never really had an
opportunity to chase her dreams. So, she’s very
much about, ‘if you’re not doing what you love,
what’s the point?’ . . .And that’s what I’ve
learned from her––it’s that your dreams are
achievable. It’s just a matter of how far you’re
willing to go to get them. So, she’s very support-
ive in me being a director.

In addition to his Mom, this young man also
pointed to his faith as playing a key role in helping
him find purpose in making movies. One important
lesson he hoped to convey through movies was the
importance of forgiveness. “If you hold onto the
anger, it’s gonna start bleeding through your actions
and those actions define who you are.” He told us he
had seen this in his own life, but forgiveness was also
something he learned through his faith.

Growing up poor meant movies were one of the
few indulgences in his life. He witnessed the power
of movies to alter people’s emotional states and help
them see things in a new light, and he found purpose
in working to pursue a career in film. In this way,
financial hardship, which could have interfered with
his pursuit of purpose, instead provided a pathway
for meaningful action. However, he might not have
had the courage to follow this path had it not been
for the support he received from his mother and the
direction he derived from his faith.

In addition to financial challenges, racism and
sexism also emerged as personal hardships some of
the youth in the low-income sample experienced. A
17-year-old Latinx female talked about how being a
victim of racial and sexual bias inspired her to find
purpose in promoting social change.

Fighting sexism, breaking those barriers for
women. Of course, there’s just so much racism in
the world, police brutality, and it’s just sad. All
those things you hear on the news. Like even if
people claim that it’s exaggerated, it’s not. It’s
actually happening. And I understand that, espe-
cially being a minority, and being a woman, I
see it happen. Personally, upfront. Yeah, big
things that I wish to change. (ID 87)

She found purpose in working to correct these
injustices for others. “Being from an immigrant
family, and being Mexican, and being a woman.
That’ll be a priority in my career, if I ever actually
become what I wanna be, which is a lawyer, [I’ll]
just fight back.” She had specific plans for her law
degree; she spoke at length about wanting to
become a politician to effect political change.

I hope to major in political science, and then get
my law degree, and then just work my way up.
. . .Kind of like Kamala Harris? Yeah, so her
career path. Honestly, my long-term goal is
becoming a senator. . . .It’s how I feel I can bring
change.

Support from her friends and family helped this
young woman find meaning in using the challenges
she experienced as catalysts to improve circum-
stances for others. She described her parents as
“supportive” of her plans, and her like-minded
peers in the service-oriented Key Club as helping
her learn how she could take action. She noted that
one of her fears was “being a woman, and being a
minority, I’m gonna have a lot of doors shut in my
face.” When she was asked how she would remain
dedicated to her aim despite these challenges, she
said, “Yeah, that is very real, but, like with Key
Club, you surround yourself by people who are
socially aware and more conscious of that. There
are ways to help yourself.” In this way, she pointed
to supportive family members and like-minded
friends as playing a key role in helping her pursue
her purpose, which was carved from personal
encounters with racism and sexism.

The third example is a 16-year-old Asian male
from the low-income sample who found purpose in
becoming a band director. He talked about how he
was “really into band drumline,” and how “music
is a really big part” of his life (ID 48). As a musi-
cian, he played bass, saxophone, viola, and piano.
When asked what his purpose was, he said without
hesitation, “to help people.” He explained that he
hoped to do this by becoming a high school band
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director. When we asked why this career path
appealed to him, he said:

I would do a high school band, ‘cause high
school band’s more fun, to be honest. ‘Cause you
have a lot of younger kids who like music, who
are actually into it. And also, it’s a place for peo-
ple to escape to, out of the drama from high
school. . . .That’s what I do . . . High school is
just stupid, to be honest. . . .Everyone goes
through the same struggle in high school, so it’d
be cool to help these kids go through it.

Inspired by the social challenges he experienced
in high school, he found purpose in becoming a
high school band director who could provide to
others the same safe haven band provided him.

Support from his family, faith, and band teacher
enabled him to find purpose in a personal hardship
that might otherwise have curtailed it. For him,
faith and family were interconnected. “Our church
also has family events too, so we always go to that,
too. Because we always have time for our family.
Every week we always watch a movie or some-
thing like that.” He identified his parents as impor-
tant mentors, and when asked to describe what his
future was likely to entail, in addition to citing his
role as a band director, he said, “My parents will
still be there, and my brother.” He pointed to his
drum captain as someone who pushed him.

[The drum captain] is really outgoing and he
yells at us, but it’s coming from a good place,
and he actually wants us to become a drumline,
a good one. ‘Cause I like what he says, ‘You see
all the other drum lines?’ He says, ‘F them’,
‘cause you guys are what are important to me,
and I want you guys to get better’. Which, I’m
like, ‘Okay, that’s cool’.

Without these interpersonal and spiritual sup-
ports, it seems unlikely the social hardships this
young man experienced would have yielded an
inspiring sense of purpose.

Although in these three cases purposes culmi-
nated in specific career plans, other youth in this
sample found purpose in faith, family, and volun-
teer work, and they demonstrated this same pur-
pose-discovery process. For instance, a Latinx
female from the low-income community (ID 54)
found purpose in supporting her family. Her com-
mitment to this aim was spurred by the loss of her
brother and supported by a deep religious convic-
tion.

Discussion

Because purpose is reflected in an aspiration to
have a meaningful role in the broader world, like
other indicators of positive youth development, it
takes shape through bidirectional interactions
between individuals and their contexts, and for
youth from ethnic minority and low-income com-
munities, it may be shaped by experiences of
racism, prejudice, discrimination, oppression, and
segregation. This study examined purpose develop-
ment in light of individuals’ sociocultural contexts.
More specifically, this study explored purpose, a
key component of youth thriving (Benson, 2006;
Damon, 2008), among samples of youth from low-
and middle-income communities. Qualitative and
quantitative methods enabled us to explore the role
of social class in purpose formation.

The study was guided by three related research
questions. First, how prevalent is purpose among youth
from low-income communities? In support of leading
theories of positive youth development (Benson,
2006; Damon, 2004; Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas, &
Lerner, 2005), purpose scores from youth in the
low- and middle-income samples did not signifi-
cantly differ. This conclusion was not entirely antic-
ipated based on existing theoretical frameworks.
For instance, Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs
suggests individuals are less likely to be motivated
to search for self-actualizing aims, such as purpose,
until more immediate ones, such as food, shelter,
and safety, have been secured. This runs counter to
our findings, which suggest purpose may be a
more fundamental need than Maslow envisioned.
This finding would be consistent with Frankl’s
(1959) assessment of the construct’s critical role in
human survival and thriving.

Second, which indicators of positive development are
related to purpose among youth from low-income com-
munities? Results suggest that among youth from
low-income backgrounds, purpose is positively
related to hope, life satisfaction, prosocial inten-
tions, peer support, and positive affect, and it is
negatively related to depression. Similarly, purpose
is positively associated with self-reported health,
feeling safe, and sleep, and it is negatively associ-
ated with stress. In short, purpose appears to be
related to many of the same indicators of positive
development among youth from low-income back-
grounds as it is among youth from middle-income
backgrounds.

Finally, how do youth from low-income backgrounds
discovers purpose? Although youth reportedly dis-
covered purposes in different ways, we found
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evidence of a fairly consistent purpose-discovery
process among many of the youth in this sample.
Youth from the low-income sample tended to
encounter personal hardships that in the presence
of developmental assets inspired purpose. This pro-
cess emerged among most of the youth in the low-
income sample but only among one young person
in the middle-income sample. Although most youth
in both samples identified developmental assets,
youth in the low-income sample were more likely
to point to personal hardships and discuss the role
of such hardships in their purpose formation pro-
cess. A few studies have yielded findings that align
with our emerging theory. First, Moran et al. (2012)
determined that familial support, including emo-
tional, cognitive, and monetary support, was critical
to purpose development. The authors also con-
cluded that ethnic minority youth tended to iden-
tify purposes drawn from their experiences
straddling two cultures. Second, a recent qualitative
study noted that the stress associated with growing
up as an ethnic minority adolescent in a low-in-
come, urban community served as both a potential
obstacle to as well as a potential motivator for pur-
pose development (Gutowski et al., 2018). In short,
empirical research provides some support for our
proposed purpose-formation process for low-in-
come youth.

Personal hardships emerged as central to pur-
pose discovery for youth in the low-income sample.
Interestingly, whereas most youth in the low-in-
come sample identified at least one personal hard-
ship, only a few in the middle-income sample did.
This study did not include an appropriate sample
to make claims about the prevalence of hardship
based on socioeconomic status, but a relatively
large body of research finds that indeed young peo-
ple growing up in low-income communities experi-
ence a disproportionate number of personal
hardships (e.g., Chou, Asnaani, & Hofmann, 2012;
Ridge, 2011; Wade, Shea, Rubin, & Wood, 2014).
What is less clear is exactly how the presence of
hardships forged purpose. In several cases, the
hardship presented a problem in the broader world
that needed to be addressed, and that could be
addressed––at least potentially––in a personally
meaningful way to benefit others or society at large.
In short, personal hardships provided opportunities
for purposeful action.

Interestingly, a range of hardships appeared to
spur the growth of purpose among youth in the
low-income sample. Although these hardships
could have derailed purpose development, they
instead forged it when––through support and

guidance from developmental assets––youth found
meaning in addressing these hardships for others.
Financial issues, experiences with racism and sex-
ism, and health issues emerged as the most com-
mon hardships youth in this sample experienced,
but social and family issues, as well as a lack of
safety, also surfaced. Although more research is
needed, in line with existing research (e.g.,
Gutowski et al., 2018; Moran et al., 2012), this study
suggests the immediate and direct nature of per-
sonal hardships was significant for the development
of purpose. Future research should explore the
range of personal hardships that foster purpose and
the prevalence with which hardships are associated
with purpose development among youth from low-
income backgrounds.

In addition to identifying personal hardships as
central to purpose formation, youth in the low-in-
come sample also pointed to a host of developmen-
tal assets that supported their purpose
development. The 40 developmental assets Benson
(2006) identified include both internal characteristics
and external features of one’s environment that
support healthy development. Consistent with
existing research that consistently finds that assets
are associated with thriving, this study offers some
insight into how developmental assets can support
the formation of purpose among youth from low-
income communities. A small body of existing
research lends support to the proposed role of
developmental assets in encouraging purpose
development for low-income and ethnic minority
youth (e.g., Elsaesser, Heath, Kim, & Bouris, 2018;
Liang et al., 2017; Moran et al., 2012; Regnerus &
Elder, 2003).

Familial support emerged as an important devel-
opmental asset among both samples. However,
existing research finds that families play a particu-
larly important role in the lives of youth of color
growing up in low-income communities (see Garcia
Coll et al., 1996). Given that most youth in the low-
income sample identified as Latinx and that family
plays a significant role in the Latinx culture (Cam-
pos, Ullman, Aguilera, & Schetter, 2014), it made
sense that family emerged as an important source
of support. Existing research also finds families are
integral to the purpose formation process, at least
for youth who have access to caring families
(Damon, 2008; Liang et al., 2017; Moran et al.,
2012). Most references to familial support in this
study focused on the role parents played, but future
studies should also investigate the role siblings and
extended family members have in supporting the
development of purpose.
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In addition to familial support, like-minded peers
also emerged as important supports for the pur-
pose-discovery process. Existing literature focuses
on how youth end up in like-minded peer groups;
socialization and selection are important in this pro-
cess (Brown & Larson, 2009). However, little
research has explored the role of supportive, like-
minded peers in either positive youth development
more generally or purpose formation more specifi-
cally. That said, at least a couple of studies have
similarly concluded that like-minded peers and
supportive friends can facilitate youths’ pursuit of
purpose (Bronk, 2012; Gutowski et al., 2018; Moran
et al., 2012). Religious belief systems, caring teach-
ers, and mentors were yet other developmental
assets that emerged as significant supports for the
purpose formation process.

Findings from this study have significant impli-
cations for basic and applied research. From a basic
research perspective, they yield important insights
into the prevalence, correlates, and formation of
purpose among a sample of low-income youth. This
study provides important empirical support for the
largely theoretical claims of positive developmental
scientists regarding the potential for all youth to
lead lives of purpose (e.g., Benson, 2006; Damon,
2004; Lerner, 2004). From an applied perspective,
findings provide empirical evidence for the way
youth from low-income backgrounds discovers pro-
ductive purposes in life. These findings, coupled
with knowledge that purpose can serve as an
important source of resiliency for youth living in
poverty (Machell et al., 2016), provide direction to
extracurricular, in-school, and other programs that
seek to foster purpose among young people. More
specifically, findings from this study suggest that
rather than trying to ignore or avoid potential
obstacles to purpose formation, effective purpose-
fostering programs should help youth identify
meaningful ways of addressing the hardships in
their lives. This suggestion is underscored by recent
research that identifies other significant pathways,
including social support, passion identification, and
faith, to supporting the development of purpose
among young people living in poverty (Liang et al.,
2017). Furthermore, learning that purpose is most
likely to blossom in the presence not only of hard-
ships but also of contextual nutrients further high-
lights the need to build developmental assets in
underserved communities.

Although this study yielded some important and
novel findings, it is not without its limitations. For
instance, some youth in our low-income sample
viewed challenges as meaningful opportunities for

future action, but others did not; our qualitative
methodology precludes us from making predictions
regarding how commonly personal hardships con-
tribute to purpose development. Furthermore, this
study sought to investigate the nature of purpose, a
developmental construct that by definition extends
across time, and yet it relied on a one-time (or two-
time, per the exploratory sequential design) data
collection effort. Youths’ intentions need to be
maintained over time to constitute purposes, and
without following the youth, we cannot know for
sure that the things they identified as such truly
became enduring purposes. Future research should
investigate purpose among low-income youth using
longitudinal methods.

Conclusion

Limitations withstanding, this study responds to
Garcia Coll et al. (1996) call for research that
advances our understanding of normative develop-
mental processes among youth from low-income
communities. More specifically, this study highlights
the complex role socioeconomic status plays in pur-
pose development and provides a rich and detailed
picture of the way youth from low-income communi-
ties discover purpose. Findings suggest socioeco-
nomic status does not influence the prevalence or
positive developmental correlates of purpose but
may shape the process of purpose discovery in
important ways. In particular, the youth in this study
from low-income backgrounds encountered personal
hardships that could have derailed their pursuit of
purpose but instead inspired it when coupled with
developmental supports. Supportive families, like-
minded peers, religious beliefs, and other develop-
mental assets enabled the youth in this study to find
purpose in working to improve for others the condi-
tions that challenged them. It seems likely that the
tendency of youth from low-income communities to
draw on their developmental assets and re-envision
their personal hardships as opportunities for pur-
poseful action represents a key competency in this
population (Garcia Coll et al., 1996). Future research
should continue to investigate this promising possi-
bility.
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