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We investigated how meaning in life aﬀects the link between stress and depression symptoms in
adolescents. Adolescents (N = 177; 58.4% female, mean age = 14.75 years) reported on their
meaning in life, exposure to stressors, and depression symptomatology. Higher meaning in life
predicted lower depression symptoms. Importantly, meaning in life moderated the relationship
between stress exposure and depressive symptoms: stress exposure was associated with higher
depression when meaning in life was low, when meaning in life was high, there was no association between stressors and depression. These ﬁndings indicate the importance of having a
sense of meaning in life adolescence. A positive relationship was found between stress exposure
and depression symptomatology levels at a time-point seven months earlier. This lends a longitudinal perspective; meaning in life moderated a relationship that had been present for seven
months. Therapeutic implications for protecting at-risk youth are discussed.

Adolescence is a vulnerable period of development, during which youths are prone to experiencing stress and depression (Thapar,
Collishaw, Pine, & Thapar, 2012). Stress, a key factor in the etiology of depression (Hammen, 2005), is almost unavoidable for
adolescents who by nature of their developmental status face constant challenges of social role deﬁnition and increased responsibility
in addition to other potential environmental strains (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Having meaning in life is associated with well-being
in adolescents (Halama & Dedová, 2007; Ho, Cheung, & Cheung, 2010; Kiang & Fuligni, 2010), suggesting that meaning in life may
mitigate the negative eﬀects of stressors on aﬀective well-being. With the goal of integrating meaning in life as a resource into the
stress-depression connection, here we examine directly how meaning in life aﬀects the relationship between stress and depression in
youths, speciﬁcally looking at relationships between meaning in life, stress exposure, and depressive symptomatology in adolescents.
1. Stress and depression
Major depressive disorder consists of lowered mood and decreases in energy and emotional reactivity (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013). It is a complex disorder, with a myriad of factors motivating its onset including genetic predisposition (Sullivan,
Neale, & Kendler, 2000), neurochemical regulation (Werner & Coveñas, 2013), psychological schemas (Beck & Haigh, 2014), and
social and environmental circumstances (Monroe & Hadjiyannakis, 2002). Among the environmental causes, chronic or extreme
acute stress exposure is among the most heavily emphasized and researched. Numerous studies ﬁnd major stressful events to precede
the onset of depressive episodes (reviewed in Mazure, 1998), and have established a link between stress exposure and depression
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symptomatology (reviewed in Hammen, 2005; Monroe & Hadjiyannakis, 2002; Paykel, 2003).
Models of the stress-depression relationship highlight the importance of how stressors are perceived cognitively. Under the
generic cognitive model, a person's interpretations of stressors can create negative self-referential beliefs, schemas that bias information processing once activated (Beck & Haigh, 2014). Accordingly, some cognitive appraisals of stressors are particularly likely
to facilitate the development of depression (Beck & Haigh, 2014; Disner, Beevers, Haigh, & Beck, 2011). Meaning in life, as a
culmination of cognitive and aﬀective assessments of one's life, may weaken the role of cognitive appraisals in fostering depression.
2. Meaning as a buﬀer in the stress-depression link
Meaning in life refers to how coherent, purposeful, and signiﬁcant a person feels their life to be. Synthesizing a vast literature,
meaning in life can be deﬁned as a person's ability to comprehend their life circumstances, their possession of motivating and lifeorganizing goals, and their feeling that their life is of importance (Martela & Steger, 2016). Daily events are interpreted in their larger
signiﬁcance towards meaning in life, i.e. stressors can be evaluated for relevance to a person's overall understanding of the meaning
of their life. Models of depression emphasize the appraisal of stressors in context of meaning in life to determine whether these
stressors will lead to psychological harm (Beck & Haigh, 2014). Negative views of the self, the world, and the future, known as the
negative cognitive triad, have been associated with vulnerability for depression in adults (Beck & Perkins, 2001) and in adolescents
(Braet, Wante, Van Beveren, & Theuwis, 2015), indicating the importance of a person's broad beliefs about their life and circumstances in mental health.
To this end, having personal meaning in life structures may provide a context for understanding and integrating stressful situations. It is each person's ability to decide what makes their life meaningful. Thus, meaning in life represents a malleable cognitiveemotional framework, directly accessible to subjective evaluation based on one's own needs and values (Steger, 2009; Yalom, 1980).
The pragmatic malleability of the meaning in life framework makes it a particularly promising route through which depressionfacilitating cognitions may be resisted or reframed.
3. Meaning in life and well-being
Supporting the idea that meaning in life can be beneﬁcial for psychological health, having meaning in life is widely regarded as
critical for well-being (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). Meaning in life has been positively associated with self-satisfaction
(Reker & Cousins, 1979), life satisfaction (Park, Park, & Peterson, 2010; Reker, 1977), acceptance of death (Durlak, 1972), happiness
(Park et al., 2010), and subjective well-being (Zika & Chamberlain, 1987, 1992). While investigations regarding the importance of
existential questions in adolescent samples have been sparse (Brassai, Piko, & Steger, 2012), recent studies indicate that meaning in
life can promote adolescent well-being in the United States (Kiang & Fuligni, 2010) and other countries (Halama & Dedová, 2007; Ho
et al., 2010; Hong, 2008; Tavernier & Willoughby, 2012).
In addition to being conducive to well-being, meaning in life appears to help people avoid depressive symptomatology. People
who report higher life meaning endorse lower depressive symptomatology (Kleftaras & Psarra, 2012; Mascaro & Rosen, 2005, 2008;
Park et al., 2010). This eﬀect has been shown in a variety of populations including HIV patients (Lyon & Younger, 2001), cancer
survivors (Simonelli, Fowler, Maxwell, & Andersen, 2008), and clinically depressed persons (Thakur & Basu, 2010). Interventions for
increasing meaning in life have repeatedly shown to lower depression (Bohlmeijer, Smit, & Cuijpers, 2003; Cho, Bernstein, Roh, &
Chen, 2013; Hsieh & Wang, 2003).
In addition to the associations of meaning in life with improved well-being and resistance to depression, it has also been directly
associated with lessened stressor impact. Meaning in life predicts decreases in symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder in adults
(PTSD; Owens, Steger, Whitesell, & Herrera, 2009), and discovering meaning in life from trauma and combat events predicts decreased PTSD symptomatology (Currier, Holland, Chisty, & Allen, 2011; Updegraﬀ, Silver, & Holman, 2008). Further, interventions to
increase meaning in life have been demonstrated to improve PTSD symptoms and aid coping. Meaning interventions, focused on
resolving religious discomfort and encouraging religious meaning-making, have been successfully applied to treat combat-related
PTSD in survivors of military trauma (Harris et al., 2011).
Additional support for the connection between meaning in life and stress resistance exists in the coping literature. Much attention
has been given to the beneﬁts of posttraumatic growth (PTG), deﬁned as obtaining a greater understanding of one's life, values,
spirituality, and personal strength after experiencing a trauma (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Meaning-making coping, coping with
stressors by exploring how the stressor contains and can lead to meaning in life, is a central mechanism in the process of PTG in
trauma survivors (Larner & Blow, 2011). Adaptively creating life meaning out of an experience with cancer has been related to better
psychological adjustment in cancer survivors (Park, Edmondson, Fenster, & Blank, 2008). Meaning-making coping has been shown to
mediate the relationship between religion and college students' adjustment to loss (Park, 2005), indicating that religion inﬂuences
loss adjustment by providing a source of meaning in life. There is also evidence that beneﬁcial emotional support from social ties
functions partially by reinforcing one's sense of meaning in life (Krause, 2004). This demonstrates that meaning in life may underlie
some factors in the coping process. The association of meaning in life with well-being and resilience implies a role of meaning in life
for resisting stressor impact, a role that may be especially suited to support coping with the challenges of transition in adolescence.
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4. Meaning and adolescents' stressor coping
In light of this multitude of empirical ﬁndings highlighting the importance of meaning in life for well-being, meaning in life
emerges as a strong candidate for psychological coping with stress. Thus far, to our knowledge, the stress-moderating role of meaning
in life for coping speciﬁcally during adolescence remains unexplored in the literature. There are theoretical reasons to expect that
meaning in life would have such a stress-moderating role for adolescents. As a malleable, self-evaluated, cognitive-emotional framework (Steger, 2009), meaning in life may be an avenue through which the cognitive importance of stressors can be reframed. This
would not be an insigniﬁcant buﬀer against stressors, considering that a large part of a stressor's threat to well-being is made up of its
relevance for cognitive self-schemas (Beck & Haigh, 2014; Disner et al., 2011).
Further, meaning in life seems an especially useful tool for those who experience stressors that they have limited direct control
over, as is the case with adolescents. Orienting to stressors adaptively may be important in resisting depression, particularly for those
vulnerable or with low direct control over their circumstances. In adolescence, stress is a regular component of life as adolescents face
physiological and emotional changes in addition to dramatic role restructuring at the familial, peer, and community levels (Eccles,
Templeton, Barber, & Stone, 2003; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Since adolescents cannot necessarily change the transitional events
they experience, coping strategies that – instead of targeting these stressors directly – target related perceptions and cognitions may
be particularly useful in cushioning stressor impact. In other words, meaning in life may be a useful shield against the impact of
stressors that adolescents would otherwise have diﬃculty avoiding.
If adolescents can rely on personal meaning in life structures for stability in times of stress, e.g. confronting the challenges of this
developmental period, their vulnerability for depressive symptoms may be reduced. Adolescents can conceivably employ meaning in
life as an anchor in two ways. Adolescents may broadly beneﬁt from the certainty that having a strong sense of their life's meaning
provides. In this view, when confronted with a stressor meaning in life may provide the adolescent with a foundational context of
stable goals, narratives, and feelings of personal importance that renders the individual stressor less signiﬁcant and threatening.
Alternately, adolescents may cope with a stressor by reﬂecting on its speciﬁc beneﬁts for their life's meaning. Known as shifting in the
literature, it is thought that people can engage in shifting to reframe a stressor in terms of its positive implications for the future
(Chen, McLean, & Miller, 2015). Speciﬁcally, shifting is the ability to reframe the signiﬁcance of a stressor as less threatening in the
big picture of an individual's goals and life meaning narratives.
In support of a role for meaning in life in adolescent stress resilience, meaning in life has been related to decreased inﬂammatory
immune cell response to chronic stress in low-socioeconomic status adolescents and their parents, a response associated with chronic
disease (Chen et al., 2015). Notably, the anti-inﬂammatory function in response to chronic stress has been seen in participants high in
both meaning in life and a tendency for shifting (Chen et al., 2015). The physiological interaction of meaning in life and shifting
engagement suggests that when adolescents possess meaning in life, a connection to big-picture goals and systems, they may be better
able to cope with stressors in the moment. This cements the need to explore levels of meaning in life as well as shifting tendencies as
potential avenues for adolescent stress resistance.
5. Current study and hypotheses
Can meaning in life bolster adolescents against stress and depression by weakening the stress-depression link? Meaning in life may
beneﬁt youths by providing overall stability as well as cognitive belief structures that can be used for adaptively reframing speciﬁc
stressors. We investigated these questions as part of a large research eﬀort to assess adolescents' well-being, stressor reactivity,
psychopathology, and resilience. The present study examines data from two data collection waves from this endeavor. We examined
the relationship between stress and depression at the two time points, as well as the progression of stress exposure and depression
over the two time points. Importantly, the questionnaires administered at the second wave contained items targeting meaning in life,
allowing us to speciﬁcally examine the role of meaning in life and shifting in the stress-depression relationship. Thus, in addition to
gaining a longitudinal perspective on the stress-depression relationship, we obtained cross-sectional insight into the role of meaning
in life role in the stress-depression link at the second time point. The current study sought to test the hypothesis that meaning in life
can buﬀer the impact of stress on depression as an outcome in adolescents. Furthermore, we explored whether shifting may buﬀer
against stress and depression to better compare these two avenues through which adolescents may resist stressors.
6. Method
6.1. Participants and design
Survey responses from 201 participants were used to examine our relationships of interest. These data were collected as part of a
large research endeavor at a Midwestern university at two time points, seven months apart. Students were randomly assigned to an
order of participation in various measures and tasks assessing life circumstances, mental and emotional well-being, and physiological
reactivity to stressful situations. 391 adolescents (ages 11 to 19) were recruited from three diverse urban schools located in a major
city in the Midwest (two schools with grades K-8th; one high-school). The two data collections took place for an entire day each on six
consecutive Saturdays, for the ﬁrst wave and, seven months later, on ﬁve consecutive Saturdays for the second wave. Due to these
limited windows for data collection many participants were not available to devote an entire second day to attend the second wave of
data collection, resulting in substantial participation attrition. 201 participants were able to provide data at the second time point,
and 177 participants provided data at both time points.
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Out of participants' total responses, data from three survey measures represented our target stress exposure, depression symptoms,
meaning in life, and shifting variables. Participants completed stress and depression measures at both time points, and completed the
items representing meaning in life and shifting at the second data collection time point. The items targeting meaning in life and
shifting were added to the large research survey at the second time point to more fully capture the stress coping process in adolescence and complement the battery of psychopathology, life experience, cognitions about stress, and physiological measures already included in the study seven months prior.
For our research goal of understanding the role of meaning in life for the stress coping process during adolescence, the Persistsubscale (αadolescents = .73) of the Shift-and-Persist Questionnaire (SAPQ; Chen et al., 2015) asking respondents to report on their
sense of purpose in life seemed particularly well-suited. The SAPQ was designed speciﬁcally to evaluate responses to stress by
reframing stressors with the Persist-subscale referring to personal meaning in life structures. Importantly the SAPQ has been validated
for use in adolescent populations to evaluate physiological stressor response outcomes (Chen et al., 2015): Convergent validity
(r = 0.81, p < .001) with the Purpose in Life Scale (Robbins & Francis, 2000), which relates to the meaning-making process opposing meaninglessness, suggests a clear connection to the psychological concept of meaning. We further deemed the word “purpose”
to be an appropriate way to capture adolescents' meaning in life, as purpose is a familiar and tangible term for this concept for
adolescent understanding. Validating this rationale, the word “purpose” is also used in half of the items on the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006), an instrument widely used to measure meaning in life. We thus judged the SAPQ to be an
appropriate measure by which to begin probing the link between meaning in life and coping with stress, as it is in this speciﬁc use that
this measure has been developed (Chen et al., 2015).
Our analyses below examine stress and depression correlation patterns at both time points using data only from participants who
provided data at both times (N = 177). Main analyses examined the impact of meaning in life and shifting in the stress-depression
relationship using these longitudinally-matched individuals. These participants were 58.4% female (age M = 14.90 years,
range = 11–19 years); 29.8% Black or African-American, 18.5% Hispanic or Latino/a, 11.2% Asian or Asian-American, 10.1% White
or Caucasian, 0.6% American Indian or Alaskan Native, 25.8% Bi-Racial/Multi-Racial, 2.8% Other, and 1.1% Unknown or unreported. Comparing these percentages to the demographic makeup of the total participant pool at both time points revealed no large
diﬀerences. We included an investigation of demographic eﬀects in our preliminary analyses.1
6.2. Procedure
Data collection took place during daytime sessions that included time for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and breaks for recreation,
short movies, college information sessions, and a college tour. Over the course of the research endeavor, participants were provided
with a $50 gift card to Target, Old Navy, or Best Buy. Students received an additional $20 in gift cards if they returned rating forms
ﬁlled out by their parents.
6.3. Measures
6.3.1. Meaning in life
Participants' meaning in life was assessed using three out of the four items from the Persist subscale SAPQ (Chen et al., 2015; “I
feel my life has a sense of purpose”, “My life feels worthwhile”, “I believe there is a larger reason or purpose for my life”; 1 = not at
all, 4 = a lot; α = .78). The fourth item from the Persist subscale, “I feel my life is going nowhere” (reverse-scored), led to marked
decreases in internal consistency when included with the other three items for our sample – perhaps due to being reversed-scored –
and was not used for our meaning in life variable.
6.3.2. Shifting
This variable was made up of the items from the Shift subscale of the SAPQ, α = .80 (Chen et al., 2015), and used the same
response scale anchors as the Persist subscale items comprising the meaning in life variable. For the prompt “Rate how much you do
each of the following when something stressful happens in your life”, participants responded to the items “I think about what I can
learn from the situation”, and “I think about the positive aspects, or the good that can come from the situation.” For the prompt “Rate
how much you do each of these things when things don't go the way you want and you are not able to change it”, participants
responded to “I think about what good things could come from the situation” and “I think about what I can learn from the situation”
(α = .91).
6.3.3. Depression symptomatology
The Child Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1992) was used to assess participants' depressive symptoms. The CDI is a 27-item
self-report measure designed for use with school-aged children and adolescents. Each item represents a depressive symptom with
three levels of symptom severity, and respondents choose the level of severity that best describes how they have been feeling over the
1
The total participant pool recruited at the ﬁrst time point was 50.6% female, 27.6% Black or African-American, 15.4% Hispanic or Latino/a, 14.0% White or
Caucasian, 9.3% Asian or Asian-American, 0.4% American Indian or Alaskan Native, 28.2% Bi-Racial or Multi-Racial, 0.9% Other, and 3.9% Unknown or unreported.
The total participant pool recruited at the second time point was 57.2% female, 31.3% Black or African-American, 16.9% Hispanic or Latino/a, 12.4% Asian or AsianAmerican, 9.5% White or Caucasian, 27.4% Bi-Racial or Multi-Racial, 2.0% Other, and 0.5% Unknown or unreported.
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past two weeks. The CDI includes ﬁve subscales: Negative Mood, Interpersonal Problems, Ineﬀectiveness, Anhedonia, and Negative
Self-Esteem. Sample items include “I am sad all the time”, “I am tired all the time”, and “Nobody really loves me.” Reliability and
validity are well-established for the CDI (Kovacs, 1992, Mattison, Handford, Kales, Goodman, & McLaughlin, 1990; Smucker,
Craighead, Craighead, & Green, 1986; ﬁrst wave α = .88; second wave α = .91).
6.3.4. Stress exposure
The Urban Adolescent Life Experiences Scale (UALES; Allison et al., 1999) design is based on the Adolescent Perceived Events
Scale (Compas, Davis, Forsythe, & Wagner, 1987). The UALES is an 87-item measure, and each item was generated using data from
low-income urban, predominantly ethnic minority, youth (Allison et al., 1999), appropriate for our sample's heterogeneous background makeup. The original measure includes positive and negative events. In the present study, the measure was shortened to
include only negative events, as positive events have not been shown to predict psychological problems (Siegel & Brown, 1988).
Respondents rate their frequency of exposure to a series of stressful experiences (1 = never, 5 = every day; major life item “A friend
has died”; daily hassle item “I have transportation problems”; ﬁrst wave α = .83; second wave α = .81).
High consistency among the 87 assessed stressors may arguably point to a general lack of resources or abundance of obstacles that
a person faces. Nonetheless, speciﬁcally targeting the presence and frequency of major and minor stressor exposure has been shown
to be appropriate and informative for examining how stress in a person's life impacts their well-being (DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof,
Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982).
6.4. Plan of analysis
After ﬁrst assessing our data for completeness, normality, and demographic eﬀects, we then carried out our main analyses. We
identiﬁed 177 participants who provided data at both waves of data collection. Given that depression may develop over a period of
time and have many contributing stressors, we ﬁrst examined the stress-depression relationship at both time points of data collection
by calculating bivariate correlations between ﬁrst wave stress and ﬁrst wave depression, and between second wave stress and second
wave depression. We also were interested in how stress exposure and depression symptomatology progressed as individual variables
from the ﬁrst time point to the second. To assess this, we calculated bivariate correlations between ﬁrst wave depression and second
wave depression, and between ﬁrst wave stress exposure and second wave stress exposure. By examining these longitudinal autocorrelations, we aimed to better understand how chronic these conditions are for our participants, and assess the longitudinal
stability of our stress exposure and depression symptomatology variables.
To investigate the buﬀering role of meaning in life and shifting in the stress-depression link, we examined the relationships
between participants' meaning in life, shifting, stress exposure and depression in the second wave data using correlational analyses.
To further explore these relationships, and thus to theoretically examine the possibility that adolescents may use meaning in life for
stability in two diﬀerent ways, two moderated regression analyses were planned. Levels of depression at the ﬁrst data collection were
included in these models as well to control for the longitudinal aspect of variations in depression. Thus, one moderated regression
included stress exposure, meaning in life, the interaction of stress exposure and meaning in life, and ﬁrst wave depression as predictors for second wave depression. A second moderated regression included stress exposure, shifting, the interaction of stress exposure and shifting, and ﬁrst wave depression as predictors for second wave depression. Follow-up simple slopes analyses were
planned to probe any signiﬁcant interaction eﬀects that emerged.
7. Results
7.1. Preliminary analyses
Means for depression and stress exposure at the ﬁrst wave of data collection, and meaning in life, shifting, depression, and stress
exposure at the second wave of data collection were created using a listwise inclusion criterion. We next compared the distribution of
our four variables against a normal distribution. Our sample size exceeds the range in which signiﬁcance testing of skewness and
kurtosis is informative, and visual consultation of P-P plots is instead advised in such cases (Field, 2009). These plots revealed all four
interest variables to be suﬃciently close to the expected values under a normal distribution.
In order to assess the presence of possible gender, race, and age eﬀects in our intended analyses, we ran four ANOVAs, one for
each of our second time point variables of interest, with these demographic variables as ﬁxed factors. No gender or race eﬀects were
found. However, there was a main eﬀect of age on stress exposure, F(8, 163) = 3.21, p = .01. Therefore, we included age as a
predictor in our moderated regression analyses.
7.2. Main analyses
For the participants that provided data at both time points, ﬁrst and second wave depression symptomatology and ﬁrst and second
wave stress exposure variables, means, standard deviations, skewness, and zero-order correlations are reported in Table 1. As predicted from the established stress-depression link in the literature, stress exposure and depression symptomatology were strongly
positively correlated at both time points. Both waves' depression symptomatology scores were highly positively correlated with oneanother, as were both waves' stress exposure scores. To assess the threat of attrition impact to the generalizability of our ﬁndings we
also looked at the relationship between the stress exposure and depressive symptomatology variables for the entire ﬁrst wave sample.
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics and pairwise Pearson correlations for data collection ﬁrst and second wave depression and ﬁrst and second wave stress exposure in participants
matched across data collections.
Measure

1

2

1.
2.
3.
4.

1.30(.25)
.67(163)***
.43(176)***
.37(174)***

1.32(.30)
.36(175)***
.53(173)***

Depression (First Wave)
Depression (Second Wave)
Stress Exposure (First Wave)
Stress Exposure (Second Wave)

3

1.62(.23)
.67(173)***

4

Skewness(SE); Range

N

1.59(.23)

1.64(.18); 1.41
1.77(.18); 1.78
1.09(.18); 1.41
.94(.18); 1.33

177
176
176
174

Note. Means and standard deviations are presented bolded along the diagonal. Pearson correlations, and the corresponding N for each correlation in parentheses (N),
are presented under the diagonal. Standard errors for skewness values are reported in italics in the corresponding parentheses. Asterisks are used to designate
signiﬁcant values for ease of table navigation; ***p < .001.
Table 2
Descriptive statistics and pairwise Pearson correlations for meaning in life, shifting, depression, age, and stress exposure at data collection second wave, and depression
at data collection ﬁrst wave.
Measure

1

2

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

3.28(.82)
.51(159)***
−.40(163)***
−.17(163)*
−.39(163)***
−.07(161)

2.91(.81)
−.36(159)***
−.20(159)**
−.32(159)***
.08(157)

Meaning in Life
Shifting
Depression (Second Wave)
Stress Exposure
Depression (First Wave)
Age

3

4

1.32(.30)
.53(173)***
.67(176)***
.12(174)

1.59(.23)
.37(174)***
.34(172)***

5

1.30(.25)
.13(175)

6

Skewness (SE) Range

N

14.90(1.94)

−1.20(.19); 3.00
−.54(.19); 3.00
1.77(.18); 1.78
.94(.18); 1.33
1.64(.18); 1.41
−.37(.18); 8.00

163
159
176
174
177
175

Note. Means and standard deviations are presented bolded along the diagonal. Pearson correlations, and the corresponding N for each correlation in parentheses (N),
are presented under the diagonal. Standard errors for skewness values are reported in italics in the corresponding parentheses. Asterisks are used to designate
signiﬁcant values for ease of table navigation; *p = .03, **p = .01, ***p < .001.
Table 3
Moderated regression of depression symptomatology on stress exposure, meaning in life, age, and the interaction between stress exposure and meaning in life at the
second time point of data collection, with depression at the ﬁrst time point of data collection also included in the model.
Measure

B(p)

SE

t

Model R2

Model Δ F(p)

df

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

.43***
−.05*
−.30**
.55***
−.01

.07
.02
.09
.07
.01

5.56
−2.60
−3.36
7.90
−.98

.61

48.65***

5, 155

Stress Exposure
Meaning in Life
Stress Exposure x Meaning in Life
Depression (First Wave)
Age

Note. Asterisks are provided to designate signiﬁcant relationships; *p = .01, **p = .001, ***p < .001.

The detected positive correlation between these variables at time one remained when considering the entire sample.
For all variables at the second time point, as well as depression at the ﬁrst time point to inform how it relates to second time point
variables, means, standard deviations, skewness, and zero-order correlations are reported in Table 2. Consistent with our expectations, higher meaning in life and higher shifting were associated with lower depression.
A moderated regression analysis was used to test for an interaction between stress exposure and meaning in life while controlling
for depression at the ﬁrst time point to account for the longitudinal nature of the study. Age eﬀects were also controlled for by
including age at the second time point in the model. Due to missing data for at least one variable, for this analysis N was 161. For the
overall model, R2 = .61. Depression at time one signiﬁcantly positively predicted depression at time two, B = .55, SE = .07, t = 7.90,
p < .001. Stress exposure at time two signiﬁcantly predicted depression at time two, B = .43, SE = .07, t = 5.56, p < .001, paralleling the positive association between stress and depression in the literature. Higher meaning in life signiﬁcantly predicted lower
depression at time two, B = −.05, SE = .02, t = −2.60, p = .01, echoing ﬁndings in the literature of a negative relationship between
meaning in life and depression. No signiﬁcant main eﬀect for age was found on depression at time two, B = −.01, SE = .01,
t = −.98, p = .33. Importantly, the interaction between stress exposure and meaning in life was a signiﬁcant predictor of depression
at time two, B = −.30, SE = .09, t = −3.36, p = .001. Complete results for this analysis are reported in Table 3.
A simple slopes analysis investigated the detected interaction between stress exposure and meaning in life on depression by
assessing how stress exposure predicted depression when meaning in life was at one standard deviation below and above its mean.
Fig. 1 displays the results of this analysis, and additionally displays the main eﬀect of stress exposure when meaning in life was at its
mean. Exposure to stress was associated with depression at low levels of meaning in life, B = .68, SE = .10, t = 6.88, p < .001. This
inﬂuence of stress on depression disappeared when values of meaning in life were high, B = .18, SE = .11, t = 1.60, p = .11. Thus, it
seems that at high levels meaning in life may neutralize the otherwise strong relationship between stress and depression outcomes.
A moderated regression analysis was used to also test for an interaction between stress exposure and shifting while controlling for
depression at time one and age at time two. Due to missing data for at least one variable, for this analysis N was 157. For the overall
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Fig. 1. The interaction of meaning in life x stress exposure inﬂuences mean depression levels at the second time point of data collection, when controlling for
depression at time one and age at time two. Note. ***p < .001; parentheses following betas represent conﬁdence intervals and exact p values; degrees of freedom for
each simple eﬀects test are (5, 155).
Table 4
Moderated regression of depression symptomatology on stress exposure, shifting, age, and the interaction between stress exposure and shifting at the second time point
of data collection, with depression at the ﬁrst time point of data collection also included in the model.
Measure

B

SE

t

Model R2

Model Δ F(p)

df

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

.46***
−.04*
−.12
.60***
−.01

.07
.02
.09
.07
.01

5.94
−2.62
−1.45
8.37
−.89

.58

41.65***

5, 151

Stress Exposure
Shifting
Interaction of Stress Exposure and Shifting
First Wave Depression Symptomatology
Age at Second Wave

Note. Asterisks are provided to designate signiﬁcant relationships; *p = .02, ***p < .001.

model, R2 = .58. Depression at time one signiﬁcantly positively predicted depression at time two, B = .60, SE = .07, t = 8.37,
p < .001. Stress exposure at time two again signiﬁcantly predicted depression at time two, B = .46, SE = .07, t = 5.94, p < .001.
Higher shifting signiﬁcantly predicted lower depression at time two, B = −.04, SE = .02, t = −2.62, p = .02, suggesting that
shifting maybe a useful tool against depression. No signiﬁcant main eﬀect for age was found on depression at time two, B = −.01,
SE = .01, t = −0.89, p = .38. The interaction between stress exposure and shifting was not a signiﬁcant predictor of depression at
time two, B = −.12, SE = .09, t = −1.45, p = .16. Complete results for this analysis are reported in Table 4.
8. Discussion
In the current study we examined the role of meaning in life in the relationship between stress and depression in an adolescent
sample. While conceptually replicating the stress-depression link established in the literature, we found evidence for a moderation of
that link by meaning in life. At two time points stress exposure was highly predictive of depressive symptomatology in this adolescent
sample, while – when measured at the second time point – meaning in life markedly moderated the eﬀect of stress exposure on
depression. Importantly, in a prospective design where we were able to control for depression as a prior symptom at time one,
meaning accounted for unique variance in depression at time two, suggesting that meaning can impact change in depression outcomes.
The novel contributions of the current study are twofold. The ﬁrst lies in elucidating the role of meaning in life in the link between
stress and depression, with the longitudinal measurement of stress exposure and depression further strengthening this argument. That
is, the relationship between exposure to stressful life events and depression levels was detected over two time-points and meaning in
life showed a moderating attenuation of this enduring relationship. This supports the role of meaning in life as a resource for
resilience against stressors. The second major contribution is our demonstration of these patterns in adolescents. As a malleable
cognitive-emotional framework, meaning in life may be particularly eﬀective in addressing the threat of stress to adolescents. Youths
may beneﬁt from meaning in life by using it to gain cognitive control over stressors they cannot directly inﬂuence. Accordingly,
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participants who reported higher meaning in life and more reframing of stressful and uncontrollable events in the context of their
broader meaning in life (shifting) had better depression outcomes. Having a strong sense of meaning in life and being able to ﬂexibly
rely on it for stability seems to be protective for this at-risk population.

8.1. Theoretical implications
8.1.1. Meaning as a buﬀer for stress
Our ﬁnding of meaning in life buﬀering stressor impact is congruent with theory on the stress-depression link, in which stressors
that threaten self-worth promote depressive thinking (Beck, 1983; Blatt, 1974; Hammen, 2005). Under the generic cognitive model,
stressful events are appraised with regard to a person's goals, identity, and understanding of their life (Beck & Haigh, 2014; Beck,
1983). If a stressor conﬂicts with or disrupts one of these central aspects it may be particularly destabilizing or distressing, a disorientation that is often the case with trauma (e.g. Park, Mills, & Edmondson, 2012). Cognitive processing of trauma makes the
trauma consistent with established meaning in life and cognitive schemas (Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000; Taylor, 1983). If a person
can cope with stress through meaning-making, framing it in a way that integrates into their understanding of self and the world, the
stressor may pose less of a threat (Greenberg, 1995; Hembree & Foa, 2000). Understanding adversity through personal narrative
theoretically aids in establishing indirect control (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995). Thus, meaning in life may be well suited for coping by
providing avenues for psychological control over situations that cannot be directly changed, supported by our ﬁndings of better
depression outcomes associated with the tendency to engage in shifting. Furthermore, associations between meaning in life and
decreased psychopathology suggest the importance for having meaning in life in general. In other words, a secure meaning narrative
may serve both as a source of general stability and for reframing speciﬁc stressors in tumultuous circumstances. The ﬁnding of a
moderating role of meaning in life in the stress-depression relationship, and no moderation of this relationship by shifting, suggests
that in this sample high meaning in life might have been more important than shifting as a coping method in resisting stress.

8.1.2. Unique stressors and resources in adolescence
Finding meaning in life to buﬀer stressor impact on adolescents' depression is of high importance due to the vulnerability of this
age group. Described widely as a time of storm and stress, adolescence is characterized by identity exploration and social role change.
Youths are also at heightened risk of stress exposure and depression (Thapar et al., 2012), with neurological change rendering them
especially sensitive to the impact of stress and psychosocial factors (Andersen & Teicher, 2008). With the challenges of role, identity,
and responsibility negotiation compounded upon possible general stressors in an adolescent's environment (Eccles et al., 2003;
Steinberg & Morris, 2001), this period of life deserves particular attention. As such, adaptive methods of coping with stress in
adolescence have potential for lifelong impact and informing coping later in life.
Further, well-being and meaning in life may interact in a unique way during adolescence. Having achieved commitment to life
purpose has been found to fully mediate the relationship between identity commitment and a variety of well-being indices in two
samples of adolescents and one sample of emerging adults (Burrow & Hill, 2011). Additionally, recent studies suggest that adolescents
experience beneﬁts from searching for meaning in life, with increases to positive health behaviors and fewer problem behaviors
(Brassai et al., 2012). In adults, searching for meaning in life has been shown to predict decreased subjective well-being unless the
individual already is bolstered by possessing high levels of meaning in life (Cohen & Cairns, 2012; Park et al., 2010). This indicates
that adolescents may have an orientation to meaning in life that addresses the identity needs of their developmental stage and is
particularly ﬂexible in its ability to provide support. Our ﬁndings of meaning in life as a moderator of stress exposure in adolescents
indicate that at this age individuals already have access to using their understanding of meaning in life for resilience.

8.2. Practical implications
The weakened impact of stress exposure on depressive symptoms in participants with high meaning in life is compelling support
for meaning in life as an eﬀective coping resource for adolescents. Meaning-making coping may thus be similarly eﬀective in adolescents as in adults (Harris et al., 2011; Park, 2005; Park et al., 2008). This is potentially relevant to interventions in adolescents at
risk for increased psychopathology and a history of stress or trauma. Evidence-supported interventions for increasing life meaning
have involved reminiscing on and reviewing important periods of participants' lives (Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, & Valenkamp, 2004;
Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, van Beljouw, & Pot, 2010) and exploring important relationships and orientation to crises (Cho et al., 2013).
Given that many adolescents may not have a wealth of important life periods on which to reminisce, and that some may have a
limited number of impactful relationships, these interventions would need to be tailored appropriately. Encouragingly, recent research has found adolescent meaning in life to be bolstered when youths identify strongly with their present identity commitments
and when less rumination is engaged during identity exploration (Negru-Subtirica, Pop, Luyckx, Dezutter, & Steger, 2016). This
suggests that adolescents can access meaning in life in a way that is characteristic of their developmental period. In addition,
according to evidence linking adolescent well-being with engaging in a search for meaning in life (Brassai et al., 2012), youths may
respond positively to interventions designed to help them initiate a search for meaning in life or accomplish a combination of
searching for increased meaning in life while connecting with understandings of life meaning they may already have. Further exploration attempting to identify especially powerful sources of life meaning for adolescents (i.e. relationships, roles, identity symbols)
would be particularly useful for designing meaning-focused interventions speciﬁc to this age group.
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8.3. Limitations
Although participants endorsed the full range of depression symptomatology severity, the sample mean centered in low-tomoderate severity values. Generalizing our ﬁndings to severely depressed individuals may be limited, though meaning in life has been
associated with decreased depression symptoms in clinically depressed samples previously (Thakur & Basu, 2010). In addition, while
convergent validity for the SAPQ in capturing adolescent meaning in life has been supported (Chen et al., 2015), our ﬁndings would
be further strengthened by future replications using additional instruments to capture adolescent meaning in life.
The cross-sectional nature of the meaning in life and shifting variables is a limitation in drawing causal conclusions about our
relationships of interest. However, our ﬁnding of moderation of the stress-depression relationship through meaning in life should be
interpreted in light of the existing literature that has demonstrated the enduring nature of the stress-depression link through longitudinal designs (Hammen, 1991). Also, in the current study participants reported whether they had ever been exposed to a given
stressor, suggesting that – at least to some extent – the data shed light on life meaning's inﬂuence in the stress-depression link beyond
assessments of the participants' stress levels at the time of the study. Of need for further investigation is the remaining question of
whether meaning in life directly attenuates the stress-depression relationship or whether people who possess meaning in life are
otherwise especially resistant to stressor impact.
As another caveat to interpreting our ﬁndings in accordance with our hypothesized directional relationships, it is important to
keep in mind that stress and depression can be mutually-reinforcing. Research on the stress generation hypothesis suggests that there
is a more complex relationship between stress and depression than the one we have used to construct our models (Hammen, 1991,
2006). Speciﬁcally, depressed individuals seem to play a participatory role in their environments in such a way that engenders
stressful interactions and occurrences. Given that we used depression as an outcome of stress in our theoretical and analytical models,
it is possible that some of the depression variance is self-reinforcing by increasing depressed individuals' likelihood to encounter
stress. However, controlling for depression at the ﬁrst time point allows us to be more conﬁdent that the depression symptom
variance explained by stress exposure can be attributed to stressor impact rather than stress that has been created by prior depressive
patterns.
9. Conclusions
The current research suggests that meaning in life is important for the aﬀective well-being of adolescents who have encountered
and continue to encounter stressful experiences. Remarkably, it seems that high levels of meaning in life may be able to eﬃciently
buﬀer the impact of stress exposure in terms of depression severity. This adds support to the growing literature on the adolescent and
adult health beneﬁts of having a ﬁrm sense that one's life is meaningful. Additionally, these patterns represent encouraging evidence
that adolescents, despite being in the midst of social and identity upheaval, have access to strategies for supporting their own feelings
of psychological control and agency.
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