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Abstract

Despite widespread assumptions among social scientists about the distinct nature of purpose in

life and happiness, limited empirical studies have directly compared these

constructs—particularly regarding their stability and their interrelationship over time. This

research study addresses these omissions and provides a benchmark for evaluating the bivariate

relationship between these important constructs in positive psychology. We used psychometrically

sound assessments to measure these two constructs. Our findings were clear and reproducible;

both purpose and happiness measures produce stable estimates over time and maintain a

consistent, moderate correlation (𝑟𝑠 > .43; 𝑝 < .001). In longitudinal analyses, the causal

direction favors happiness predicting subsequent ratings of purpose rather than the alternative

(𝑟 ≈ 0.15 vs. 𝑟 ≈ 0.04). We address the implications of these findings, provide researchers with

guidance on improving the measurement of these fundamental dimensions of well-being, and

suggest promising future research directions.
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Purpose and Happiness: A Comparison

Happiness and purpose in life are central constructs in well-being models and empirical

studies (e.g., Kern et al., 2015; Rottenberg & Kashdan, 2022; Ryff, 1995; VanderWeele, 2017;

Walters, 2010). Each is characterized by a favorable subjective component, where a person’s

thoughts and feelings tend to be more pleasant, or positively inclined above neutral (e.g., Kashdan

et al., 2024; Vittersø, 2025) . Both are linked to a variety of healthy psychological, biological, and

social outcomes (e.g., Choi et al., 2023; Pfund & Hill, 2018). Both are also widely recognized as

primary factors that directly influence and shape our actions, decisions, and quality of life (e.g., E.

S. Kim et al., 2019; Veenhoven, 2008). However, questions remain as to how these two constructs

compare to each other. In this research program, we examined the psychometrics and stability of

happiness and purpose over time. Specifically, we sought to understand the magnitude of their

association and whether any changes over months and years occur independently of the other.

This included whether happiness influences purpose, purpose influences happiness, or if there is

evidence of bi-directionality. These issues cannot be explored with a cross-sectional study. As

such, we collected data from four assessment periods over two years.

Defining Happiness and Purpose

In the most widely used model (Diener, 1984), happiness is referred to as subjective

well-being (SWB) and defined by the presence of three elements: frequent positive emotional

experiences, infrequent negative emotional experiences, and a cognitive judgment that life is

highly satisfying (e.g., Busseri & Sadava, 2011; Jovanović et al., 2024; Vittersø, 2025). Although

different models exist that vary in their treatment and conceptualization of these elements– for

example, as components of a hierarchical construct, parts of a causal system, or a composite

variable – the majority consider all three to be essential for understanding SWB as a whole

(Busseri & Sadava, 2011).

Both classic and modern definitions of happiness converge on the notion that happiness is

fundamentally a global evaluation of one’s life (e.g., Andrews & McKennell, 1980; Diener, 2006;

Medvedev & Landhuis, 2018). Rather than merely tallying various factors like emotional states or
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life experiences, happiness relies on an intuitive, subjective evaluation of one’s overall life. This

perspective aligns with a body of research indicating that even major life factors– such as

socioeconomic or health status– have surprisingly limited effects on reported happiness (Sheldon

& Lyubomirsky, 2007); a happy life, it seems, is greater than the sum of its parts. Indeed,

happiness is sometimes conceptualized as an individual difference factor or trait, underscoring the

high level of independence from many external influences; however, certain major life events do

consistently alter happiness over the years (e.g., unemployment, personal health issues; (Lucas,

2007))

Since purpose has been explored as a psychological construct (Frankl, 1959), several

definitions have emerged, of which four are frequently cited. First, Ryff (1989) stated that a person

with a sense of purpose “has goals in life and a sense of directedness; feels there is meaning to

present and past life; holds beliefs that give life purpose; has aims and objectives for living”

(p. 45). Second, Damon et al. (2003) described purpose as “a stable and generalized intention to

accomplish something that is at once meaningful to the self and of consequence to the world

beyond the self” (p. 121). Third, Kosine and colleagues (2008) defined purpose as the

“identification of highly valued, overarching goals, the attainment of which is anticipated to move

people closer to achieving their true potential and bring them deep fulfillment’ (p. 133). Fourth,

McKnight and Kashdan (2009b) considered purpose to be a”central, self-organizing life aim that

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

Efforts to synthesize definitions identify three overlapping elements: centrality,

goal-directedness, and commitment. Centrality refers to how purpose-related values, beliefs, and

behaviors define a person’s sense of self and who they are becoming. Goal-directedness refers to

actions aimed at future desired outcomes. Commitment entails the regular expenditure of

resources (time, energy, finances, social capital) and decision-making concerning these desired

outcomes. Prosocial intentions are another element that is often viewed as essential to purpose

(e.g., Damon et al., 2003); however, it remains unclear if prosocial intentions are a feature or a

common descriptor of particular types of purposes or particular individuals with a purpose (e.g.,
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Hill et al., 2010; Kashdan et al., 2024). Indeed, a person can possess a strong purpose by simply

holding a worldview and dedicating behaviors towards ends that matter greatly, which may or may

not include caring for others.

Clear differences are apparent in current definitions of happiness and purpose. For

happiness, the focus is on felt experiences and thoughts about one’s life (Vittersø, 2025). For

purpose, the central focus is goal-setting and meaningful engagement with the world. These

purpose features are excluded from quantifiable definitions of subjective (Diener et al., 2009) or

objective (Kahneman et al., 1999) happiness. As such, while these constructs should be related–

as they reflect pleasant states of being, thinking, and doing– happiness and purpose appear

somewhat independent. The amount of relative independence is an empirical question.

Measurement of Happiness and Purpose

Precise, high-quality measurement is essential for advancing the understanding of

happiness and purpose. To effectively capture the essence of dominant conceptual models, the

present study employed the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) and the

Brief Measure of Purpose in Life (Hill et al., 2016), two concise, targeted instruments for

capturing happiness and purpose, respectively.

In alignment with theoretical models that define happiness as a global, subjective

assessment of one’s life, the Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS) employs a single-factor approach

that captures happiness from the individual’s perspective. Participants are given the freedom to

interpret happiness on their terms, avoiding the artificial separation of emotional elements

(hedonic happiness) from cognitive life assessments (eudaimonic happiness) that has limited

previous research (for criticism on this distinction, (Coyne, 2013; see Kashdan et al., 2008). The

brevity of the 4-item scale makes it suitable for longitudinal studies that involve repeated

assessments over time, without the risk of imposing survey fatigue on participants. Since its

development over 25 years ago, the SHS has been cited over 6,000 times and has demonstrated

strong cross-cultural reliability and validity across different groups (e.g., Zager Kocjan et al.,

2022), while also showing discriminant validity from other facets of well-being (e.g., Extremera
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et al., 2011; Yue et al., 2014). The widespread adoption of this scale allows findings from the

current work to inform a large body of research on happiness.

The Brief Measure of Purpose in Life similarly provides a well-validated, short-form

assessment of purpose that captures the core elements of purpose derived from both lay and

expert definitions. The scale also maintains the brevity essential for longitudinal study designs.

Scale items capture cognitive and motivational aspects of purpose, reflecting conceptual models

of purpose as a clear awareness of what someone values and is working toward in their life

(Kashdan et al., 2024; McKnight & Kashdan, 2009a). Like the SHS, the BMPIL has

demonstrated excellent cross-cultural validity (e.g., Thalmayer et al., 2024) and has been used in

large longitudinal investigations of well-being throughout the lifespan (e.g., Hill et al., 2019).

Links Between Happiness and Purpose

At the broadest level, well-being is described as “the experience of personally valued

fulfillment within one’s life” (Disabato et al., 2025). However, well-being is a multifaceted

construct with no singular metric capturing its full scope. A comprehensive literature review

identified 155 measures of positive mental health reflecting 410 dimensions (Iasiello et al., 2024),

underscoring the complexity of the construct. Purpose does not require the pursuit of happiness or

satisfaction, yet it frequently correlates with both. The presence of a purpose in life has been

shown to explain 12-46% of the variance in happiness (Aghababaei & Błachnio, 2014; Crego et

al., 2021; Robak & Griffin, 2000) and 11-44% of the variance in life satisfaction (Cotton Bronk et

al., 2009; J. Kim et al., 2017). Additionally, purpose predicts longitudinal increases in life

satisfaction over 18 months (Chen & Cheng, 2020).

Whereas happiness is defined by fewer, less intense, less enduring unpleasant states and

more frequent, intense, and/or enduring pleasant states, purpose is expected to have weaker

relationships with emotional states. Individuals with a strong purpose allocate resources more

efficiently, enabling them to view stressful events as more of a challenge and less of a threat,

consequently lessening emotional strain. Individuals with a strong sense of purpose are better able

to continue pursuing their ultimate concerns regardless of transient emotional states,
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demonstrating a greater capacity for distress tolerance (Hill et al., 2024; Kashdan et al., 2024;

McKnight & Kashdan, 2009a). This is supported by research showing that individuals with

higher purpose experience lower cortisol responses to stress (Fogelman & Canli, 2015),

diminished negative emotional reactivity to daily stressors (Hill et al., 2018), and attenuated

startle responses to negative stimuli (Schaefer et al., 2013).

Gaps in the Literature

Despite extensive research on happiness and purpose in life, several gaps persist in the

literature. Notably, too many studies are limited to the measurement of only one of these two

constructs. If both happiness and purpose are measured, there is a scarcity of studies examining

the relationship between these constructs over time and their sensitivity to change. Most existing

research relies on cross-sectional designs, limiting the ability to conclude causality and the

cross-lagged links between happiness and purpose. Additionally, while there is evidence for the

adequate psychometric properties of the Subjective Happiness Scale and Brief Measure of

Purpose in Life, their stability and responsiveness to change have not been thoroughly investigated.

Addressing these gaps is crucial for building models of people across time and situations.

The Present Research

Building on prior work differentiating happiness and purpose (e.g., Ryff, 1989), we

examined differences in temporal stability. Initially, we examined the psychometric properties for

purpose and happiness to determine whether they are equivalent (i.e., in reliability, validity, and

stability). If purpose and happiness differ in their psychometric properties, this would offer an

alternative explanation for any study of causes, correlates, and consequences. With the inclusion

of 6-month and 2-year follow-up surveys, our work allowed for tests of the shorter and longer-term

patterns uniquely linked to happy and purposeful living. Using longitudinal data (i.e.,

cross-lagged analyses across assessment periods), we examined whether purpose causes or

influences happiness, whether happiness causes or influences purpose, or if it is bi-directional.

Our goal was to explore the effectiveness of measuring happiness and purpose and their

relation to each other over time. While we are interested in these two constructs, we offer this
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research program as a model for any constructs regularly discussed in tandem (such as the Big

Five personality traits, the separability of depression and social anxiety, or guilt and shame).

Before determining whether there are key differences between at least two psychological states or

traits (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2013; Sheldon et al., 2015), it is essential to evaluate whether there

are meaningful psychometric differences - because if one of the two is more reliable and stable,

then any inference of causality from these correlational models becomes tenuous at best.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

We recruited a community sample of adults from the US mid-Atlantic region through

local advertisements. The baseline sample (Time one; T1 n = 303) completed trait measures and

ideographic assessments in the laboratory and subsequently completed follow-up measures six

months later (Time two; T2 n = 205) and two years later (Time three; T3 n = 167) through an

online survey platform. Sample sizes noted depend largely on the completeness of the data by

individual and by time. Full demographics of the sample are available in Table 1. Simply put, our

sample is best characterized as mostly well-educated (45%), white (42%) or Asian (18%) women

(59.4%) in their early twenties to mid-thirties (𝑀 = 31.44; 𝑆𝐷 = 13.5) who were largely

employed full-time (30%), part-time (20%) or students (19%), with a median household income

between US$20,000 and US$30,000. Note the median income is strongly weighted downward by

the almost 40% of the sample being unemployed, underemployed, and/or in debt. Regardless, the

sample is representative of the region from which it was drawn.

Purpose

Brief Measure of Purpose in Life (BPIL) (Hill et al., 2016). The 4-item BPIL measures

the degree to which one has a clear mission in life (e.g., “My plans for the future match with my

true interests and values’ ’). Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 or not at all to 5 or

very much). All scores were converted from the traditional 1-5 item scores and 4-20 total scores to

POMP or percent of maximum possible scores (Cohen, Cohen, Aiken, & West, 2010); thus, the

final scores range from 0 to 100. The BPIL demonstrates good construct validity through its
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positive associations with prior measures of purpose, hope, and positive affect. Prior research

shows that the BPIL demonstrated adequate reliability (Hill et al., 2016).

Happiness

The 4-item Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS) (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) assesses

global subjective happiness using a 7-point Likert scale with different anchors (1 or not a very

happy person to 7 or a very happy person; 1 or less happy to 7 or more happy; 1 or not at all to 7

or a great deal) based on individual items (e.g., Some people are generally very happy. They

enjoy life regardless of what is going on and get the most out of everything. To what extent does

this characterization describe you?). All scores were converted from the traditional 1-7 item

scores and 4-28 total scores to POMP or percent of maximum possible scores (Cohen et al.,

2010); thus, the final scores range from 0 to 100. The SHS exhibits satisfactory convergent

validity through its strong relationships with other happiness-related scales. Prior research shows

that the SHS demonstrated adequate reliability (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999).

Data Analytic Approach

Ultimately, we aimed to test the causal direction between purpose and happiness through a

cross-lagged panel model. To ensure some level of interpretability for that model, we tested two

critical assumptions: Assumption 1 - comparable psychometrics and Assumption 2 - factorial

invariance. First, we provide basic descriptive statistics and classical test theory analyses to help

us determine the extent to which the two measures were psychometrically comparable

(Assumption 1). If both happiness and purpose were measured with relatively equivalent

psychometric properties (here, reliability estimates), then we could compare correlations within

and between administrations more readily and, largely without caveat. Second, we needed to

ensure that the measurement models for both happiness and purpose were invariant over time - a

term referred to as factorial invariance (Assumption 2). We used a multi-sample confirmatory

factor analysis (CFA) to test for factorial invariance. The results helped us understand the nature

of the scores produced by the factor models. Specifically, we hoped for scalar invariance because

such a level ensures that scores captured over time were comparable. Thus, we could procede
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without hesitation to test the causal nature of purpose and happiness via the cross-lagged panel

model (cf Duckworth et al., 2010). All data preparation, analysis, and reporting were performed

using R Statistical Software (2025). We detail those results below.

Results

The results of our analyses are broken down into three distinct sections. First, we address

the basic properties of the happiness and purpose measures, including their psychometric

properties and stability over time. Second, we present the results of a multisample confirmatory

factor analysis (CFA) to determine whether the two constructs - happiness and purpose - were

both stable measurement models. This second section focuses largely on comparing the constructs

within each time period but also over time. We deliberately focused on the contemporaneous

measures here to ensure that the constructs were stable and reliable over time. Finally, we

expanded the model after testing the cross-lagged panel design with both xxx and yyy analytic

procedures. This final section is the most critical as it helps us determine the causal direction

between happiness and purpose.

Assumption 1: Comparable Psychometric Properties

The two measures demonstrated equivalent reliability estimates within and between

administrations (see Table 2). Individually, the measures demonstrated high internal consistency

and no serious problems with respect to ill-fitting items. The weighted mean alpha for each

measure were both remarkably similar and stable for both (𝛼̄ℎ𝑎𝑝𝑝𝑖𝑛𝑒𝑠𝑠 = 0.881 for happiness and

𝛼̄𝑝𝑢𝑟 𝑝𝑜𝑠𝑒 = 0.872 for purpose. With little change in reliability within or between measure, we

concluded that differential reliability between measures could be safely ruled out in the following

models. Thus, we passed an essential test to be able to interpret causality of the assumption

regarding cross-panel models is that the measures being compared are relatively equivalent in

their reliability (Rogosa, 1980). Additionally, we need to establish that the measurement models

are relatively invariant over time - another assumption that we directly address in the next model.
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Assumption 2: Do The Factors Show Evidence of Factorial Invariance?

To assess the stability of the measurement models for both purpose and happiness, we

used contemporary measurement invariance tests (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). We conducted a

multisample confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to determine whether the measurement models

for happiness and purpose were stable across timepoints (i.e., baseline, follow-up 1 (6 months),

and follow-up 2 (2 years)). The tests required increasingly stringent constraints to test for

configural, metric, and scalar invariance. Configural invariance tests whether the same items load

onto the same factors across timepoints. Metric invariance tests whether the factor loadings are

equivalent across timepoints. Finally, scalar invariance tests whether the factor loadings and

intercepts are equivalent across timepoints. Our hope is always to find evidence for scalar

invariance since that level of invariance allows us to have direct comparisons within and between

constructs. We found that scalar invariance - the most constrained and useful model result - fit

best Table 3. Specifically, we chose the model that fit well (𝐶𝐹𝐼 > 0.95 & 𝑅𝑀𝑆𝐸𝐴 < 0.05), and

lowest BIC of the three models. The Scalar invariance model met all of those criteria and, as a

result, offered us the most defensible measurement model (see Table 4 and Table 5 for model fit

comparisons between the invariance constraints and the standardized coefficients by

administration, respectively). The implications of these results are that the measures are suitable

to analyze in a temporal, causal model without great concern about differential reliability and

validity. The details of these results can be best seen in Figure 1.

Primary Question: What is the Temporal Relationship between Happiness and Purpose?

Three administrations of two measures allowed us to test the temporal relationship

between happiness and purpose. These cross-lagged relationships account for the correlations

both within measure over time and between measures within the same time period. Thus, these

estimates are conservative with respect to the “true” or perhaps population parameter. Regardless,

these estimates may be compared directly and without great concern for any psychometric

differences as discussed previously. Further, we restricted our analyses to the computed POMP

scores at each time point rather than estimating the factor scores from a full, latent variable model.
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Our rationale for such a restriction was simple; we wanted the greatest generalizability of our

findings. Other researchers are likely to compute these scores as we have here and, as a result, our

findings will be readily useful to other researchers as benchmarks in future work. Using a

structural equations modeling approach, we modeled the relationship between purpose and

happiness. The model enabled us to account for the autocorrelation within measure, over time.

Our overall model fit well (see Table 7) and met the standard criteria for evaluating these types of

latent variable models as stated previously. The results of the model are shown in Figure 2 and

suggest that the relationship between happiness and purpose is directional - not bidirectional as

we had long assumed (see Table 8 for details). That is, happiness at one time point predicts

purpose at the next time point but not vice versa.

Discussion

This investigation evaluated the distinctive qualities of happiness and purpose in life.

Despite several empirical studies on one of these two dimensions of well-being, few empirical

studies directly contrast the two. Even those that do are limited by the inadequacy of

cross-sectional research (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2013). Cross-sectional designs cannot answer

questions about the impact of happiness and purpose on each other. By following the same people

over multiple occasions, data are available to explore how happiness and purpose change and

whether these changes occur independently.

Using baseline and 6-month and 2-year follow-up surveys, we found that scores on

happiness and purpose remain moderately stable. In conjunction with the strong short- and

moderate-term stability of these measures, our confidence is increased that these measures index

constructs that have continuity over people’s lives. At the same time, the longitudinal stability of

these measures indicated that considerable unexplained variance remained, suggesting that

happiness and purpose are potentially sensitive to life events (e.g., McKnight & Kashdan, 2009a;

Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2007).

Prior meta-analyses of test–retest studies suggest that 1-year test-retest coefficients for

happiness ranged from .55 to .75 when multi-item measures were used, with an expected value of
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around .65 (Schimmack & Oishi, 2005). These prior estimates imply that the current estimates of

happiness stability are higher than prior findings. One possible explanation is the use of a

community sample of adults - as opposed to emerging adults (in late adolescents and the early

20s) (Arnett, 2007; Arnett et al., 2014), as people get older, there is a tendency to find greater

fulfillment of basic needs for belonging, competence, and autonomy (Buijs et al., 2021). Upon

moving beyond emerging adulthood, people are prone to securing a career, home, romantic

partner, friends, and a set of habits and hobbies. As such, there is greater emotional, cognitive,

financial, and social stability. The stability of happiness might better reflect the life stage of the

people under study than the construct itself (e.g., Blanchflower et al., 2023). Surprisingly, little

research exists on how the attainment and pursuit of purpose changes across the lifespan and

remains an area of needed inquiry.

How do the stability coefficients found in the present study compare to other measures?

Research on personality and intelligence provides a comparison. One meta-analysis of the Big

Five personality traits (i.e., extraversion, neuroticism, openness, agreeableness, and

conscientiousness) found that 1-year test-retest coefficients ranged from .48 (agreeableness) to .59

(extraversion) (Bazana & Stelmack, 2004). Research directly comparing the stability of life

satisfaction to other individual differences found Big Five personality traits (Fujita & Diener,

2005) to be more stable over the years. Thus, compared to personality traits, happiness appears

more variable and perhaps, malleable. Once again, direct comparisons between the stability of

purpose across the lifespan and other individual differences remain an area of needed inquiry.

The second intent of this study was to assess the specificity of these measures in predicting

scores over time. In support of specificity, greater happiness predicted the subsequent

development of purpose with no evidence for the alternative direction. Although purpose and

happiness are related to differing degrees, the evidence for causal specificity supports the value of

exploring these constructs as two related but separable dimensions of well-being. To some degree,

this is due to the measurement approaches.

Feeling happy offers an opportunity to redirect attention toward opportunities to take risks
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and grow as a person. Evidence for this stems from work suggesting that a sense of security

increases exploratory behavior (Haase et al., 2012; Mikulincer, 1997). What better way to do so

than to devote time and energy toward one’s ultimate concern - a purpose in life. Pursuing a

purpose, however, often detracts from happiness. The reason is that people are motivated to make

sacrifices and trade-offs - resisting tempting rewards today for a more gratifying, meaningful

existence (e.g., Holding et al., 2020). When a purpose exists, obstacles and setbacks are

inevitable. Attempting to work through goal-related obstacles can motivate goal pursuit

(Thorsteinsen & Vittersø, 2018; Zhang & Fishbach, 2010) but often at the expense of momentary

and moderate to long-term happiness (Kashdan & Goodman, 2023; Ratner & Burrow, 2021). As

such, it is unsurprising that across months and years, purpose is an inconsistent predictor of

happiness whereas being happy offers a stable, secure foundation to initiate and pursue purpose.

Future work can move from a variable-centric approach to a person-centric approach (Kashdan &

McKnight, 2011). There may be predictable subgroups of people with a profile where purpose

regularly induces happiness. Such a relationship might depend on the content of a purpose; right

now, we do not know. We do know that relationships are known to be a highly regarded source of

purpose in people’s lives (e.g., Baumsteiger et al., 2022). Since acts of kindness are a reliable

predictor of greater happiness (Curry et al., 2018; Rowland & Curry, 2019), the degree to which a

purpose is focused on other people is likely to introduce greater happiness into someone’s life.

Our findings should be interpreted in the context of several limitations. First, this research

was conducted using a community sample; while sufficiently large, the sampling domain might

not generalize to the broader population. Adults from the mid-Atlantic area in the US might be

more likely to experience change and transition given the transitory nature of the population.

Likewise, research with more diverse samples might reveal important differences in how purpose

and happiness interact over time. For example, there is evidence that searching for and identifying

a purpose is linked to happiness in adolescents but not emerging adults (e.g., Cotton Bronk et al.,

2009) and evidence that developing and benefiting from a purpose is harder for people who are in

the minority or marginalized (Sumner et al., 2018).
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Second, the response rate for the multiple waves of assessments over months and years

could have been higher. However, given that participants were not offered substantial incentives to

complete the measures one to two years after their initial consent, and the increasing rate of

residential mobility in adults, this level of participation seems reasonable. Nonetheless, we

analyzed the data as if missing values were a concern using full-information, maximum likelihood

estimation or FIML. These types of statistical adjustments do not correct for biases but we can rest

somewhat assured that these missingness had little influence on the measurement model. We

found that quite surprising that the correlation patterns remained so stable. Finally, there were no

significant predictors of missing data nor were the results greatly affected by using FIML as our

missing data handling procedure.

Conclusion

Psychologists are increasingly focused on understanding factors that contribute to enduring

well-being. Measures of purpose in life and happiness are valuable tools for assessing the nature

of well-being in basic research and the effectiveness of interventions aimed at enhancing

well-being in applied work. Our research provides new insights into the stability and interplay of

happiness and purpose over time. We found that happiness remains relatively stable and serves as

a predictor of future happiness over intervals of 6 months, 1 year, and 2 years. In contrast, purpose

in life appears more variable and does not predict future happiness across these timeframes.

As these measurement tools become more refined, it is essential to evaluate sensitivity to

change, particularly within intervention contexts such as therapy with clinical populations.

Establishing the responsiveness of purpose and happiness measures will enhance our ability to

assess and promote well-being effectively. Future research should prioritize this evaluation to

deepen our understanding of how individuals can lead fulfilling lives and realize their potential.
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Table 1

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics (N = 345)

Variable Category Value

Age M = 31.44 (SD =

13.50), Range: 18-81

Sex Man 102 (29.6%)

Woman 205 (59.4%)

Other (please specify) 3 (0.9%)

Race/Ethnicity White / Caucasian 146 (42.3%)

Black / African-American 44 (12.8%)

Latino / Hispanic 26 (7.5%)

Asian / Pacific Islander 62 (18.0%)

Arab / Middle-eastern 11 (3.2%)

Other (please specify) 21 (6.1%)

Education Some high school 1 (0.3%)

High school graduate 46 (13.3%)

Trade/Technical/Vocational school graduate 3 (0.9%)

Some College/University 62 (18.0%)

2-year College/University graduate (i.e.,

associate’s degree)

22 (6.4%)

4-year College/University graduate (i.e.,

bachelor’s degree)

85 (24.6%)

Some graduate/professional school (e.g.,

Master’s school; Medical school)

21 (6.1%)

Graduate school/professional degree (e.g.,

Master’s degree; Medical degree)

70 (20.3%)

Employment Status Not employed 26 (7.5%)

Part-time (29- hours a week) 69 (20.0%)

Full time (30+ hours a week) 101 (29.3%)

Homemaker/volunteer 8 (2.3%)

Student (full-time) 66 (19.1%)

Retired 13 (3.8%)

Other (please specify) 27 (7.8%)

Occupation Management, professional, related 100 (29.0%)

Service 84 (24.3%)

Sales and office 31 (9.0%)

Farming, fishing, and forestry 3 (0.9%)

Construction, extraction, and maintenance 4 (1.2%)

Production, transportation, and material

moving

3 (0.9%)

Government 20 (5.8%)

I do not have a job 60 (17.4%)

Annual Household Income Less than $10,000 100 (29.0%)

$10,001 - $20,000 39 (11.3%)

$20,001 - $30,000 22 (6.4%)

$30,001 - $40,000 18 (5.2%)

$40,001 - $50,000 19 (5.5%)

$50,001 - $60,000 21 (6.1%)

$60,001 - $70,000 9 (2.6%)

$70,001 - $80,000 16 (4.6%)

$80,001 - $90,000 14 (4.1%)

$90,001 - $100,000 3 (0.9%)

$100,001 - $150,000 28 (8.1%)

$150,001 - $200,000 11 (3.2%)

More than $200,000 10 (2.9%)



PURPOSE AND HAPPINESS: A COMPARISON 24

Table 2

Psychometric Properties of Happiness and Purpose Measures Across Timepoints (POMP Scores)

Purpose

Happiness

Timepoint N Mean SD Min Max Cronbach’s α

Baseline 328 61.94 22.44 0.00 100.00 0.874

Follow-up 1 200 62.69 23.42 0.00 100.00 0.887

Follow-up 2 119 60.15 23.54 0.00 95.83 0.889

Baseline 314 67.71 22.32 0.00 100.00 0.844

Follow-up 1 197 69.04 21.20 0.00 100.00 0.904

Follow-up 2 119 68.22 22.66 0.00 100.00 0.884
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Table 3

Model Fit Comparison Across Invariance Levels

Model ChiSq df CFI RMSEA SRMR BIC

Configural 68.55 57 0.995 0.031 0.029 14,482

Metric 84.76 69 0.993 0.033 0.044 14,423

Scalar 106.61 81 0.989 0.038 0.047 14,368
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Table 4

Model Differences Across Invariance Levels

Comparison dCFI dRMSEA dBIC

Metric vs. Configural -0.001876379 0.001899437 -59.56261

Scalar vs. Metric -0.004383589 0.005745595 -54.95428
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Table 5

Standardized Factor Loadings (estimate (SE))

Baseline Follow-Up 1 Follow-Up 2

Happiness =~ shs_gh_a 0.906 (0.013) 0.887 (0.022) 0.928 (0.018)

Happiness =~ shs_rh_a 0.888 (0.017) 0.876 (0.022) 0.918 (0.026)

Happiness =~ shs_ch_a 0.799 (0.026) 0.862 (0.022) 0.834 (0.030)

Happiness =~ shs_ch_r 0.613 (0.036) 0.669 (0.042) 0.664 (0.047)

Purpose =~ bpurp_1 0.816 (0.027) 0.838 (0.034) 0.856 (0.030)

Purpose =~ bpurp_2 0.712 (0.034) 0.825 (0.031) 0.738 (0.055)

Purpose =~ bpurp_3 0.856 (0.024) 0.877 (0.025) 0.883 (0.032)

Purpose =~ bpurp_4 0.706 (0.032) 0.805 (0.032) 0.758 (0.045)
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Table 6

Factor Correlation (estimate (SE))

param_label est_se

Happiness ~~ Purpose 0.438 (0.055)

Happiness ~~ Purpose 0.529 (0.063)

Happiness ~~ Purpose 0.449 (0.089)
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Table 7

Standardized Correlations Between Purpose and Happiness (POMP Scores)

Index Value

chisq 427.841

df 237.000

pvalue 0.000

cfi 0.947

tli 0.938

rmsea 0.049

srmr 0.057

aic 42,644.566

bic 42,975.087

Note. cfi = Comparative

Fit Index; tli =

Tucker-Lewis Index; rmsea

= Root Mean Square Error

of Approximation; srmr =

Standardized Root Mean

Square Residual; aic =

Akaike Information

Criterion; bic = Bayesian

Information Criterion
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Table 8

Cross-Lagged Panel Model Path Coefficients

Path Type Path Coefficient Standardized p-value

Auto-regressive Happiness (T1→T2) 0.783 0.740 < .001 ***

Auto-regressive Happiness (T2→T3) 0.718 0.742 < .001 ***

Auto-regressive Purpose (T1→T2) 0.544 0.556 < .001 ***

Auto-regressive Purpose (T2→T3) 0.609 0.582 < .001 ***

Cross-lagged Happiness→Purpose (T1→T2) 0.168 0.185 0.002 **

Cross-lagged Happiness→Purpose (T2→T3) 0.149 0.165 0.028 *

Cross-lagged Purpose→Happiness (T1→T2) -0.039 -0.035 0.527

Cross-lagged Purpose→Happiness (T2→T3) -0.049 -0.043 0.558

Indirect Effect Purpose→Happiness→Purpose 0.064 — 0.199

Indirect Effect Happiness→Purpose→Happiness -0.043 — 0.558

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Figure 1

Factorial Invariance Tests for Happiness and Purpose Measures Across Timepoints1: 0.18
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Figure 2

Cross-Lagged Panel Model of Purpose and Happiness with Standardized Path Coefficients

Time 1 (Baseline) Time 2 (Follow−up 1) Time 3 (Follow−up 2)

Happiness Happiness Happiness

Purpose Purpose Purpose

0.74 0.74

0.56 0.58

0.19 0.17

−0.03 −0.04

0.43 0.53 0.48

Note: Black = stability paths, Red = Happiness −> Purpose, Blue = Purpose −> Happiness, Grey = Correlations
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