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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the development of Finnish adolescents’ per
ceptions of their life purposes and is based on a concept where 
purpose is understood as a long-term intention to accomplish some
thing significant to the self while contributing to society. We follow 73 
adolescents’ responses to online surveys in 2020 (N = 843) and 2022 
(n = 73). At both timepoints, four purpose profiles were identified: 
Purposeful, Self-oriented, Dreamer, and Disengaged. Within two 
years, participants’ wish to contribute to the world had increased, 
with changes towards the Purposeful profile related to higher parental 
education and towards the Dreamer to female gender. Adolescents’ 
written responses showed at both timepoints that most of the written 
life purposes included a quest for happiness, development, and 
a career. Triangulation of the quantitative and qualitative data indi
cated similarities in purpose development, suggesting that the 
beyond-the-self orientation manifests later in adolescence.
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Introduction

Adolescence abounds in decisions determining one’s future as an adult. This study 
explores adolescents’ life purposes and their stability in youth. Adolescents face norma
tive expectations from society, family, and themselves (Balthip et al., 2017; Damon, 2008; 
Kallio & Honkatukia, 2022). Development in youth is a battle between who we are and 
what we want to become (and what is expected of us). Well-being in youth has become 
a global issue (Helenius & Kivimäki, 2023, Kauhanen et al., 2022; UNICEF, 2022). In the 
2020s young people encountered several generational experiences; the COVID-19 pan
demic, lock-downs, climate change movements, and the war in Ukraine have influenced 
adolescents’ lives in Finland. This study contributes to the current discourse on youth 
and builds on earlier findings regarding the relevance of life purposes to positive youth 
development, moral development, and society (Bronk, 2014; Damon, 2008).

Our western neoliberal culture challenges adolescents’ purpose formation (J. E. Côté,  
2019). Society has become unstable and fragmented, individualized, and focused on 
individual abilities, needs, and choices, lacking collective constraints, and also affecting 
schools and curricula (Saukkonen, 2003). Partly because of this, identity building, finding 
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one’s place in the world, understanding humanity, worldview, and philosophy of life are 
emphasized in the holistic aims of the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic 
Education (2016). By making and committing to their decisions while at school, adoles
cents construct their identity (Bronk, 2014; Marttinen, 2017; Nurmi, 2004). Purpose can 
be taught and nurtured not only at home and in leisure activities but also in schools 
(Bronk, 2014, Klein et al., 2019; Bundick & Tirri, 2014; Malin, Liauw, et al., 2019; Moran,  
2009). Purpose advocates meaningful life goals, a sense of significance, belonging, and 
resilience (Martela & Steger, 2016). According to Frankl (1959) such goals may also 
include family, spiritual aims, or unfinished projects. Lack of purpose may cause identity 
crisis rendering young people susceptible to antisocial influences (J. E. Côté, 2019; 
Damon, 2008). Prosocial purposes serve to build adolescents’ identity (Malin, 2018).

Youth purpose theories have also been criticized. Requiring a purpose has sometimes 
been considered part of the institutional agenda, a ‘transition machinery’ to render youth 
governable and employable in their transitions as students, trainees, and jobseekers 
(Brunila & Lundahl, 2020). In that sense, institutional social control for normative 
order includes education, career guidance, youth work, social and mental health services 
(Kallio & Honkatukia, 2022). However, forcing an adolescent to achieve high test scores 
and success without a purpose in life may prevent them from finding more profound 
motivation and well-being. At worst, an adolescent without personal purpose pushed 
onto a certain track may encounter problems in social and personal development and 
their accomplishment in life (Damon, 2008). Another criticism concerns defining pur
pose as noble and prosocial versus antisocial and ignoble, a key question in moral 
education and moral philosophy (Bronk, 2014). Damon (2008) states that to identify 
a purpose one needs to scrutinize its moral sense. Thus, the purpose concept is chal
lenged, e.g., by adolescents participating in various forms of climate activism including 
protests and strikes (Huttunen & Albrecht, 2021; Piispa et al., 2023). Sometimes the end 
may justify the means, when purpose is associated with overcoming adversity. Purpose 
may emerge in response to life challenges (Malin, Morton, et al., 2019).

Our research utilizes Damon et al.’s (2003) purpose definition, consisting of three 
dimensions: (1) intention, purpose as a goal making one’s life meaningful; (2) engage
ment, purpose perseveringly pursued, and (3) beyond-the-self motivation, purpose con
tributing to society (Damon, 2008; Damon et al., 2003). A purpose can be considered 
mature if all dimensions can be identified and precursor forms of purpose are developing 
when one, two or all dimensions are missing (Damon, 2008; Moran, 2009). Damon et al.’s 
(2003) conceptualization of life purpose is a corollary to earlier findings on identity crisis 
and identity formation processes in adolescence (J. Côté, 2014; Erikson, 1968). Damon 
et al. consider purpose as positive vision of the future, which could be seen as a moral 
virtue for flourishing (Han, 2015). Côté concludes that purpose in life is a state when 
inner and higher purposes are balanced with social identity, personal identity, and ego, 
and where past, present, and future are linked, ‘bolstering the person’s eudemonic 
balance, thereby enabling people to reach their inner potentials in the service of self 
and others’ (J. E. Côté, 2019, p. 51). Following Damon et al. (2003) and J. E. Côté (2019), 
purpose refers here to a moral commitment and moral achievement with philosophical, 
social, religious, or political implications (Malin, 2018).

Damon et al. (2003) perceive purpose as developing, and their three dimensions can 
identify purpose profiles (Damon, 2008). Adolescents with all three purpose dimensions 
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can be identified as belonging to the Purposeful profile, while Dreamers and Dabblers 
exhibit one or two out of the three dimensions: Dreamers have visions and idealistic ideas 
but lack skills or motivation to realize them, while Dabblers have fleetingly changing 
interests, engaging in some participation but no sustained intentions. One purpose 
profile lacks all dimensions, Disengaged. Moran (2009) also proposes a Self-oriented 
profile.

Life purpose research is a relatively recent research stream, and no full consensus 
has so far been reached on how life purpose should be defined, measured, studied or 
interpreted (Hatchimonji et al., 2019). Different methods and outcomes have been 
tested. Purpose profiles similar to those in Damon’s (2008) and Moran’s (2009) 
studies have been identified in other countries among adolescents (under 18 years) 
using various methods and samples. American qualitative studies (interviews) identi
fied their adolescents mostly as Disengaged or Dabblers, a minority fall into Purposeful 
and Self-oriented with Dreamer having the fewest participants (Damon, 2008; Moran,  
2009). Instead, Iranian adolescents’ purposes were examined through quantitative 
measures (questionnaires) and these young people were mostly classified as Self- 
oriented and Dabblers, with Dreamers and Purposeful in the minority (Hedayati 
et al., 2017). By contrast, with nearly similar quantitative measures (questionnaires) 
Finnish adolescents seemed to be mostly purposeful since Purposeful was the largest 
and Self-oriented and Dreamers as great, while Disengaged was the smallest group 
(Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2021). According to certain Singaporean quantitative measures 
(questionnaires), adolescents represented Other-and-Self-focused profiles with the 
highest prevalence, followed by Other-focused, No-Orientation, and Self-focused 
(Heng et al., 2017). In the same study, Israeli adolescents were mainly Other-and- 
Self-focused, and the rest belonged to either Self-focused or Other-focused, with no-one 
lacking a purpose orientation (Heng et al., 2017).

Studies on the development of adolescent purposes are rare. Moran (2009) compared 
the purpose profiles (identified in interviews) of American young people in different age 
groups and found that the sense of purpose increased with age: The number of students 
in the Purposeful and Self-orientation profiles increased as the students grew older, while 
the Disengaged profile decreased over time. By comparison, Malin, Liauw, et al. (2019) in 
their qualitative follow-up study among 13 to 14-year-olds in America (N = 1,357) 
showed that in general there were no significant changes in early teenagers’ purposes 
regarding engagement or beyond-the-self orientation. Individual adolescents seemed to 
have diverse purpose dimensions at each four timepoints; at one they might show a full 
purpose but not later, or vice versa, indicating that purpose development is not linear 
(Malin, Liauw, et al., 2019).

Scrutinizing the content of adolescent life purposes reveals similarities across coun
tries and cultures, with a global increase in self-orientation (Moran, 2019). Many of the 
young people’s subjective purpose contents include concrete objects or objectives and it 
is common to have multiple purposes (Baumsteiger et al., 2022). American adolescents 
preferred education, work, and success as their life purpose (Moran, 2009, 2014). Iranian 
adolescents seemed to pursue high-paying jobs, high standard of living, and an exciting 
life (Hedayati et al., 2017). Thai adolescents chiefly pursued life goals related to relation
ships, family, and contribution through work (Balthip et al., 2017). Among Finnish 
adolescents, concrete objects were less important than immaterial goals: Finnish youth 
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pursue most likely includes happiness as well as development and self-actualization 
(Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2021).

We believe that purpose is crucial to positive youth development and moral 
development (Hill et al., 2010), but there is an evident research gap regarding 
purpose development among adolescents (Malin, Morton, et al., 2019) which the 
present paper aims to bridge by studying the development of purpose profiles and 
purpose contents during adolescence. This article is a unique follow-up study with 
73 Finnish adolescents from basic education to upper secondary education. The 
study utilizes a convergent mixed methods design (Creswell, 2015), thus analyzing 
and merging quantitative and qualitative data from two different time points. The 
research questions are as follows:

RQ1 How have adolescents’ purpose profiles changed in two years? (quantitative)

RQ2 How have adolescents’ descriptions of their subjective life purposes changed? 
(qualitative)

RQ3 How are quantitative purpose profiles and qualitative purpose responses asso
ciated with youth purpose development?

Method

Participants and procedure

Participants responded to online surveys in 2020 and 2022. At the first timepoint, the 
adolescents (N = 843) were about 16 years old and in their ninth and final year of basic 
education in municipalities surrounding the Finnish city of Tampere (see Viljanen & 
Kuusisto, 2021, 2024). At the second timepoint, they were 18 years old and in upper 
secondary education. Young people who in 2020 consented to participate in the follow-up 
study were contacted and 73 responded, giving their informed consent to their previous 
responses being combined with new ones. (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 
TENK, 2019). Demographic information on participants appears in Table 1.

In the first survey, the participants’ (N = 843) backgrounds were close to the 
national average regarding gender and educational plans (see Viljanen & Kuusisto,  
2021, 2024). More females (78%) than males (12%) participated in the follow-up 
study. Over half of their parents (74%) had a university degree. Upper secondary 
school students (75%) were in the majority with adolescents in vocational educa
tion (12%) in the minority. Of the participants, 11% had chosen either a dual 
qualification (studying on both academic and vocational tracks of secondary 
education) or another educational path.

The demographic section of the survey contained an open-ended question 
regarding future profession or educational field. At both timepoints, the adoles
cents were interested in university studies and professions requiring a master’s 
degree. This interest had risen between timepoints from 30% in 2020 to 41% in  
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2022. Instead, the vocational option was not equally popular: only 34% in 2020 
and 22% in 2022 planned vocational studies.

Quantitative instruments and statistical analyses

The first research question about changes in adolescents’ purpose profiles was 
approached with quantitative measures. Adolescents’ purpose profiles were identi
fied with scales measuring three dimensions of Damon et al.’s (2003) definition. In 
choosing the scales, we applied protocols utilized in earlier studies (see Bronk et al.,  
2018; Bundick & Tirri, 2014; Bundick et al., 2006; Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyter, 
Schutte, Rissanen, & Suransky, 2023; Malin, 2023; Moran et al., 2014). Intention was 
assessed with three items from Steger et al.’s (2006) Meaning in Life Questionnaire 
(MLQ): ‘I understand my life’s meaning.’, ‘My life has a clear sense of purpose.’, 
and ‘I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful.’ Engagement was 
studied with three items from Ryff ’s (1989) Purpose in Life instrument (PIL): ‘I 
am an active person in carrying out the plans I set for myself.’, ‘I enjoy making 
plans for the future and working to make them a reality.’, and ‘Some people wander 
aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them’. Beyond-the-self motivation was 
investigated with three items from Bronk et al.’s (2018) Claremont Purpose Scale 
(CPS): ‘How often do you hope to leave the world better than you found it?’, ‘How 
often do you find yourself hoping that you will make a meaningful contribution to 
the broader world?’, and ‘How important is it for you to make the world a better 
place in some way?’ All scales ranged from 1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree.

The measurement invariances of scales related to intention (Steger et al., 2006) and 
engagement (Ryff, 1989) have been tested with American and Finnish adolescent data and 

Table 1. Participants of the two surveys, in 2020 and 2022.

Time 1 Spring 2020 N = 73, 15–16 years old
Time 2 Fall 2022  

N = 73, 18 years old

Participants ● 68 (93%) born in Finland
● 5 (7%) moved to Finland from 5 different countries

Gender ● 62 (78%) female
● 9 (12%) male
● 2 (3%) other

Parental education 
level

● Vocational qualification 12 (16%)
● Bachelor’s degree 19 (26%)
● Master’s degree 33 (45%)
● Doctoral degree 2 (3%)
● Do not know 7 (10%)

Secondary educationa Applied for
● 57 (78%) general upper secondary 

school
● 9 (12%) vocational education and 

training
● 7 (10%) other studies (i.e., dual 

qualification)

Studying in
● 55 (75%) general upper secondary 

school
● 9 (12%) vocational education
● 8 (11%) other studies (i.e., dual 

qualification)
● 1 (1%) not studying

Plans for future 
profession

● Vocational qualification 25 (34%)
● Bachelor’s degree 11 (15%)
● Master’s degree 22 (30%)
● Do not know 15 (21%)

● Vocational qualification 16 (22%)
● Bachelor’s degree 14 (19%)
● Master’s degree 30 (41%)
● Do not know 13 (18%)

Note: aAt the end of basic education, students apply for upper secondary education through a common clearing house 
system.
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found to be on an acceptable level (Bundick & Tirri, 2014). The measurement invariance 
of Bronk et al.’s (2018) items measuring beyond-the-self motivation have not yet been 
done comparing American and Finnish datasets, which can be considered a limitation in 
the present study. To ensure the validity of the instruments, the translation processes 
followed strict protocols of back translations and expert panels (see Bundick & Tirri,  
2014; Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyter, Schutte, Rissanen, & Suransky, 2023; Moran et al.,  
2014). Further, the Finnish translations of the scales (and the qualitative questions) have 
been previously studied with several Finnish samples that show consistent and reliable 
results in the Finnish cultural context thereby confirming methodological validity (see 
Bundick & Tirri, 2014; Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyter, Schutte, & Rissanen, 2023; 
Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyte, Schutte, Rissanen, & Suransky, 2023; Kuusisto & Tirri,  
2021; Manninen et al., 2018, Tirri & Kuusisto, 2016; Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2021, 2024).

In order to answer the first research question to identify changes in adolescents’ 
purpose profiles, we applied Rosseel and Loh’s (2021; see also Yli-Pietilä et al., 2024) 
idea of using fixed estimates when sample size is small. With the Time 2 data we 
computed a modified latent profile analysis in Mplus 8.0 with maximum likelihood 
method with robust standard error (MLR), which is also suitable for datasets that are 
not normally distributed (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017) with the indicator means fixed 
to the starting values of the four-profile model identified at Time 1 with a large number of 
participants (N = 843, Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2024), while residual variances were esti
mated freely. The statistical indicators of this model were on an acceptable level: 
Loglikelihood (df = 3) −1139.717; Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin (VLMR) likelihood ratio 
test p=.0000; Bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT) p=.0000, Bayesian information 
criteria (BIC) 2292.305; sample size adjusted Bayesian information criteria (aBIC) 
2282.852; Entrophy .878. We also examined the probabilities of profile membership 
which for the majority were clear (above 65%). For three adolescents, purpose profile 
placement at Time 2 was distributed fairly evenly across several profiles:

Purposeful 54%, Self-oriented 46% (ID-7)
Dreamer 54%, Purposeful 30%, Self-oriented 16% (ID-163)
Self-oriented 49%, Purposeful 44%, Dreamer 7% (ID-391)

Nevertheless, these students were placed in the profile with highest probability.
To compare the two timepoints, we computed basic cross-tabulations and elaborated 

with three-way cross-tabulation the purpose profiles identified in 2020 and 2022 
(Table 5) with various demographic variables (Table 1) using Chi-square tests to measure 
statistical significance (Field, 2018).

Qualitative instruments and content analysis

The second research question about the change in adolescents’ descriptions of their 
purposes was approached with qualitative methods. The data included written responses 
to a question: ‘What do you think is your life purpose, or the closest thing you have to 
a life purpose?’ (Magen, 1998; Moran et al., 2014). Some purpose studies utilize the 
‘purpose’ concept only when responses include all three dimensions of Damon et al.’s 
purpose definition (e.g., Baumsteiger et al., 2022). We agree that mature purposes include 
all three dimensions and if this is not the case, a person manifests a precursor purpose 
which could also be named a life goal or lay conception of the purpose (e.g., Baumsteiger 
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et al., 2022; Malin, Morton, et al., 2019). In our analysis, we coded all the identified 
content of (possible or subjective) purposes and also checked whether the mentioned 
content was associated with a self or other orientation. In other words, qualitative content 
analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) was conducted deductively in Excel using three different 
approaches from earlier studies (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021; Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2021). 
Frequencies of units of analysis were calculated and the statistical significance of the 
results was measured with Pearson’s Chi-square test. The responses of 73 respondents in  
2022 were longer (in total 1,000 words) than in 2020 (in total 786 words). However, in  
2022 they expressed more doubt (13 responses) than in 2020 (3 responses).

On the first level of analysis, as shown in Table 2, we noted if the response 
identified a subjective purpose (has identified a purpose) indicating at least at pre
mature level in Damon et al.’s definition (Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2021). No purpose was 
coded when there was no response, the respondent did not know, mentioned death as 
a life purpose, gave a facetious response or made an irrelevant comment. Some 
adolescents began by stating that they had no purpose but then described a possible 
purpose. These responses were coded as both ‘no purpose’ and ‘has a purpose’. 
Adolescents beginning their responses with ‘I don’t know’ followed by a purposeful 
answer were coded only as ‘has a purpose’.

On the second level content of life purposes was coded following the codebook by 
Viljanen and Kuusisto (2021). Responses might include several units of analysis, but 
units of the same category were coded only once. On the third level, we analyzed whether 
subjective life purposes reflected a self-orientation (self) or contributing to others, 
indicating a beyond-the-self orientation (other) (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021). The quotations 
in Table 3 show how responses were coded based on a three-level analysis.

The first author coded the entire dataset and the second author 30% of 
the second survey responses (n = 73). Inter-rater reliability was tested with 
Cohen’s Kappa analysis (McHugh, 2012). Disagreements were discussed and 
necessary adjustments made. Kappa values varied from .632 to 1, indicating strong 
reliability. Only the traveling or living abroad category had a kappa value of .462. 
Closer scrutiny revealed that the first author had coded ‘see the world’ in the 
travel category while the second author had coded this as development and self- 
actualization. After discussion such units of analysis were coded as travel. The 
overall change in contents coded from the responses from 2020 to 2022 was 
analyzed with Chi-square tests in SPSS.

Triangulation of the quantitative and qualitative data

The third research question on association of quantitative purpose profiles and qualita
tive purpose responses with youth purpose development was investigated by 

Table 2. Description of the content analysis of the written responses.
LEVEL 1 Has identified a purpose No purpose
LEVEL 2 Content categories of 

responses
Do not know, no answer To die, death Irrelevant or facetious comment

LEVEL 3 Focus on self Focus on other
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triangulating the quantitative and qualitative results. We used SPSS to elaborate with 
three-way cross-tabulation of the profiles in 2020 and 2022 with content categories and 
measured Pearson’s Chi-squares. Due to limitations in p-values we also report some 
statistically insignificant results due to small profile sizes (Field, 2018; Wasserstein et al.,  
2019).

Results

RQ1: How have adolescents’ purpose profiles changed in two years?

Based on an earlier study (Viljanen & Kuusisto, 2024) and the modified latent 
profile analysis (see Supplemental data), Table 4 presents the distribution of 
purpose profiles among all participants (N = 843) in 2020, and the profiles of the 
adolescents (n = 73) responding in 2020 and 2022. In 2020, most adolescents were 
classified as Purposeful (n = 344, 41%) and Self-oriented (n = 298, 35%). However, 
most of the adolescents participating twice were classified in 2020 as Purposeful (n  
= 32, 44%) and Dreamers (n = 23, 31.5%), suggesting a rather strong beyond-the- 
self motivation among the respondents of the present study. Two years later, 
participating adolescents were classified as Dreamers (n = 41, 56%) and 
Purposeful (n = 23, 31.5%) (see Supplemental data), indicating that interest in 
a better world was still important for them in spite of mounting uncertainty 
about their long-term intentions. Clear changes also emerged with more 
Disengaged (2020: n = 1, 1%; 2022: n = 4, 5.5%) and fewer Self-oriented respondents 
(2020: n = 17, 23%, 2022: n = 5, 7%).

Scrutiny of the changes occurring in the profiles shows that, according to the 
quantitative data, only few adolescents remained Self-oriented with a decrease in 

Table 3. Examples of coding.
Examples of responses CODING

I want to be happy and live a life of my own, where I can be relaxed but still have a purpose. My 
goal is not yet fully concrete, but I know part of the direction and the way to get there. I live 
one day at a time and see what happens to me, but at the same time I have goals and dreams. 
(2022 student’s response, ID-361)

1 - has identified 
a purpose 

2 - happiness, 
development 

3 - self
Live and die, no need to think about it. If something comes up, it comes up. 
(2022 student’s response, ID-721)

1 - no purpose 
2 - doesn’t know, 

death
To make theater in various ways and through it make the world a more equal place. (2022 

student’s response, ID-180)
1 - has identified 

a purpose 
2 - career 
3 - other

Table 4. Purpose profiles in 2020 and 2022.
2020  

N = 843 %
2020  

n = 73 %
2022  

n = 73 %

Disengaged 48 6 1 1 4 5.5
Purposeful 344 41 32 44 23 31.5
Dreamer 153 18 23 31.5 41 56
Self-oriented 298 35 17 23 5 7
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that profile from 17 to 5 between 2020 and 2022, with only 2 of the 2020 Self- 
oriented remaining in that profile. A considerable transformation also occurred in 
the Purposeful profile, with only half (n = 15, 47%) in 2020 remaining Purposeful in  
2022. Of those deemed Purposeful in 2020, 14 (44%) shifted to Dreamer in 2022 
and 3 (9%) to Self-oriented in 2022. Dreamers almost doubled from 2020 (n = 23) 
to 2022 (n = 41). Only 2 (9%) of the 2020 Dreamers became Disengaged in 2022 
and 3 (13%) Purposeful, while the remaining 18 (78%) continued as Dreamers in  
2022. Figure 1 illustrates the transitions.

To find markers explaining stability in purpose profiles in 2020 and 2022 (Table 5), we 
cross-tabulated them with various demographic variables (Table 1) and used Chi-square 
tests to assess statistical significance. Neither adolescents’ educational path after nine 
years of basic education nor future professional plans had statistically significant associa
tions with the profiles. However, we found that parental educational level was statistically 
significantly associated only with Purposeful in 2022 (χ2(df) = 13.187(6), p = .040): in 
Purposeful 43% (n = 10) of parents had master’s degrees. Statistical significance was also 
detected with three-way cross-tabulation: Children of parents with vocational education 
(2022: χ2(df) = 8.400(2), p = .015) either remained Purposeful (four out of five) or became 
Dreamers, but none were Disengaged or Self-oriented in 2022. Secondly, three-way cross- 
tabulated profile changes with gender revealed statistically significant differences among 
Dreamers (2022: χ2 (df) = 3.138(6), p < .001) only, with a majority of girls.

RQ2: How have adolescents’ descriptions of their life purpose changed? 
(qualitative)

Adolescents’ written responses were analyzed and placed into content categories as 
shown in Table 5. At both timepoints, over 80% of adolescents were able to identify 
a subjective purpose (2020: n = 61, 84%, 2022: n = 65, 89%). Young people with no 
purpose had decreased from 14 (19%) to 8 (11%).

Figure 1. Transformation within profiles according to quantitative measures from 2020 to 2022 (n =  
73). Sizes of circles reflect numerical value.
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Among the purposes identified almost half of respondents in 2020 and in 2022 
mentioned happiness and a sense of good life as their purpose (2020: n = 34, 47%; 
2022: n = 33, 45%). There was a statistically significant difference (χ2(df) =  
4.765(1), p = .029) between the two timepoints despite the similar numbers. 
This is because even though 20 retained happiness in their purpose content in  
2022, some adolescents (n = 14) mentioning happiness in 2020 now included 
content other than happiness, while some (n = 13) in 2022 had reported happiness 
and a sense of good life as their life purpose. Responses including happiness 
manifested mainly self-orientation. However, the following example shows how 
a respondent had broadened her perspectives; two years later, it was important to 
make others happy too: 

Achieving and maintaining happiness.        (2020 student’s response, ID-799) 1 - has identified a purpose 
2 - happiness 
3 - self

To make those around you and yourself happy.    (2022 student’s response, ID-799) 1 - has identified a purpose 
2 - happiness 
3 - self, other

In 2022, developmental purposes were the second most often mentioned con
tent, increasing statistically significantly in importance between the (two) time
points (χ2(df) = 9.295(1), p = .002). In 2020, 19 respondents (26%) wished to 
develop themselves, live according to their own values and achieve something, 
while in 2022, the number was 32 (44%). This change was the most significant in 
the data. At both timepoints, adolescents’ descriptions manifested mainly self- 
orientation, like this respondent below: 

Table 5. Adolescents’ subjective purpose categories.

Age and timeframe

15–16 years old  
Time 1 Spring 2020 N = 73 n (%)

18 years old  
Time 2 Autumn 2022 N = 73 n (%)

ADOLESCENTS’ SUBJECTIVE PURPOSES 61 (84%) 65 (89%)

CONTENT N (%)
Self 

n (%)
Other 

n (%) N (%)
Self 

n (%)
Other 

n (%)

1. Happiness and a sense of a good life 34 (47) 34 (47) 2 (3) 33 (45) 33 (45) 4 (5)
2. Development 19 (26) 16 (22) 5 (7) 32 (44) 27 (37) 6 (8)
3. Career (education or work) 25 (34) 25 (34) – 22 (30) 20 (27) 5 (7)
4. Family and relationships 23 (32) 22 (30) 1 (1) 19 (26) 19 (26) –
5. Money and property 4 (5) 4 (5) – 7 (10) 6 (8) –
6. Health 4 (5) 4 (5) – 3 (4) 3 (4) –
7. Traveling or living abroad 7 (10) 7 (10) – 5 (7) 5 (7) –
8. Religion or philosophical argument 3 (4) 2 (3) 1 (1) 1 (1) – 1 (1)
ADOLESCENTS WITHOUT PURPOSE 14 (19) 8 (11)
CONTENT n (%) n (%)
I don’t know, there is none 7 (10) 6 (8)
Death, to die 3 (4) 2 (3)
Facetious comment or irrelevant response 4 (5) –

Note: N refers to the total number of respondents mentioning the content per se and n indicates whether the content 
reflected self and/or beyond-the-self, i.e., other orientation. Percentages may exceed 100% as written responses might 
include several content categories.
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To live a life according to my own goals, to experience different things; bad and good experiences 
and to live a safe life.              (2020 student’s response, ID-357)

1 - has identified 
a purpose 

2 - development 
3 - self

[. . .] satisfaction with everything I have achieved.                       
(2022 student’s response, ID-357)

1 - has identified 
a purpose 

2 - development 
3 - self

A few young people still expressed growing interest in improving the world and 
helping others, which demonstrated other-orientation of the developmental purposes: 

Do important and meaningful things for yourself for as long as possible.                    
(2020 student’s response, ID-249)

1- has identified a purpose 
2 - development 
3 - self

I see my goal in life as being to improve the minds of others and myself.                    
(2022 student’s response, ID-249)

1 - has identified a purpose 
2 - development 
3 - self, other

There was a statistically significant change in career-related purposes in two years (χ2 

(df) = 5.762(1), p = .016) indicating a slightly decreasing trend (2020: n = 25, 34%; 2022; 
n = 22, 30%). In general, the career category was coded as a self-oriented life goal if not 
explicitly reporting some beyond-the-self orientation. However, an increase in other- 
orientation was evident in career-related purposes: in 2020 other-orientation was not 
manifested at all while in 2022 five adolescents mentioned it, indicating that a wish to 
contribute to the common good did exist, as the following examples demonstrate: 

My goal in life is to get into a profession that I enjoy and love.                       
(2020 student’s response, ID-874)

1 - has identified a purpose 
2 - career 
3 - self

A tricky question. Perhaps the goal [. . .] to do meaningful work that helps others in some 
way.                  (2022 student’s response, ID-874)

1 - has identified a purpose 
2 - career 
3 - other

Statistically significant change was also detected in family and relationships (χ2(df) =  
5.311(1), p = .021) with some decreasing tendencies. Other life purposes like money and 
property, health, traveling or living abroad were important to small minorities. Religion or 
philosophical arguments were mentioned by only a couple of participants, three adoles
cents in 2020 (4%) and only one in 2022 (1%). Responses including death or to die 
decreased between the two years (χ2(df) = 10.989(1), p < .001; 2020: n = 3, 4%); 2022: n =  
3, 2%). This was a statistically significant result although that category had only few 
responses.

Overall, self-orientation dominated the adolescents’ responses at both time
points (Table 5, Figure 2), albeit with some indications of an increase in 
beyond-the-self orientation although the difference was not statistically significant 
(χ2(df)=.782(1), p < .377). In 2020, only nine responses (12%) included influen
cing, helping, or working for a better future as a purpose while in 2022 there were 
16 (22%). Thirteen new adolescents had added other-orientation into their life 
purposes, while six no longer mentioned them in 2022. Figure 2 illustrates the 
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changes from 2020 to 2022 in self- and beyond-the-self orientation of the life 
purposes in the written responses.

RQ3: How are quantitative purpose profiles and qualitative purpose responses 
associated with youth purpose development?

The quantitative analysis placed Finnish adolescents mostly in the Dreamer and Purposeful 
profiles, indicating a strong sense of subjective purposes (Table 4). Likewise in the 
qualitative analysis, at both timepoints, over 80% of adolescents knew their purposes 
(Table 5). When cross-tabulating written purposeful responses (has identified 
a premature or mature purpose, Tables 2 and 5) with purpose profiles (Table 5), there 
were no statistically significant differences at either timepoint (2020: χ2(df) = 3.064(3), p = 
.382; 2022: χ2(df) = 5.825(3), p = .443). Moreover, all adolescents in the Purposeful and Self- 
oriented categories had recognized their subjective purposes in their written responses in  
2022.

Two main purpose content categories, happiness and a sense of a good life and 
development, could be described as somewhat abstract life goals, fulfillment and wish 
for a balanced life. When cross-tabulating these purpose contents with purpose 
profiles, we found no statistically significant difference in happiness content in 
relation to profiles either in 2020 (χ2(df) = 6.658(3), p = .084) or in 2022 (χ2(df) 
=.646(3), p = .886), happiness being common in the written responses in every 
profile. However, happiness was most often mentioned in Purposeful in 2020 and in 
Dreamer in 2022. Contents related to developmental purposes within purpose profiles 
revealed statistical significance only in 2020 (2020: χ2(df) = 10.194(3), p = .017; 2022: 
χ2(df)=.755(3), p = .860): In Purposeful, 13 out of 19 (68%) mentioned developmental 
purposes.

Figure 2. Transformation within self-oriented and beyond-the-self oriented contents of life purposes 
according to qualitative responses from 2020 to 2022. Sizes of circles reflect numerical value.
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Cross-tabulation with career content and purpose profiles showed a statistically sig
nificant difference only in 2022 (2020: χ2(df) = 3.508(3), p = .320; 2022: χ2(df) = 8.509(3), 
p = .037). In 2022 none (0%) of the Disengaged mentioned career as their life purpose, but 
four out of five (80%) of the students identified as Self-oriented mentioned career and 
education as part of their life purposes. The remaining career responses were in the 
Purposeful (8 responses) and Dreamer profiles (10 responses).

Despite a high level of purpose identification in both quantitative and qualitative data, 
more careful triangulation of the two datasets revealed a discrepancy between these two 
analysis methods. Written responses revealed less beyond-the-self motivation than the 
quantitative data. Only 16 (22%) participants manifested beyond-the-self orientation in 
their written responses (Table 5) while 64 (87%) showed beyond-the-self orientation in 
their purpose profiles (Table 4, Purposeful and Dreamer). When we cross-tabulated 
beyond-the-self oriented written responses (other, Tables 2 and 5) with purpose profiles, 
we found that even without statistical significance (2020: χ2(df) = 3.763(3), p = .288; 2022: 
χ2(df) = 3.223(3), p=.358), in 2020 the nine other-oriented responses came from respon
dents classified as Purposeful (6 responses) and Dreamer (3 responses). In 2022, all 
profiles had other-oriented responses although most were still in the Purposeful and 
Dreamer profiles. When we used three-way cross-tabulation of the other-responses in  
2020 with other-responses in 2022 and purpose profiles in 2022, we detected statistical 
significance reflecting change in the other responses related to 2022 purpose profile (χ2 

(df) = 4.542(1), p = .033).
In two years, every other adolescent, 38 of 73 (52%) moved from their original profile 

to another. Major transitions from the Self-oriented profile were seen. Combining these 
results with the written responses as in the example below illustrates this transformation 
in the adolescents’ own words although the contents in both reflect only self-orientation. 

To get a good job, to earn enough money to live a good and enjoyable life.                
(2020 Self-oriented profiled student’s response, ID-7)

1 - has identified 
a purpose 

2 - career, family 
3 - self

I’ve found good long-term goals for what I want to do with my life, but you can’t set a single goal 
for your life, nor a time limit. Life is mostly about living day to day, as long as you have some 
vague direction of where you are going. Even plans for the distant future can change over time, 
and that’s okay. That’s life.                

(2022 Purposeful profiled student’s response, ID-7)

1 - has identified 
a purpose 

2 - development 
3 - self

Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate the development of life purposes among Finnish 
adolescents from 2020 to 2022. We studied adolescents’ purpose profiles, their descrip
tions of their life purposes and triangulated these. The first survey was distributed in the 
last week of respondents’ compulsory education right after the first COVID-19 lockdown 
period. Two years later, 73 adolescents voluntarily completed a similar survey in their 
leisure time. Mixed-methods research design was chosen to investigate the development 
of subjective youth purposes with quantitative and qualitative approaches.

The first research question was answered with quantitative data. By utilizing instru
ments used in earlier studies, we identified four purpose profiles in 2020 and 2022. At 
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both timepoints, sense of subjective purpose was high among the participating Finnish 
adolescents. Our quantitative results on purpose profiles differed somewhat from those 
in Moran’s (2009) study, where in the US Disengaged and Self-oriented adolescents 
predominated while in Finland Dreamer and Purposeful were the largest profiles. There 
were transitions between profiles, as in earlier studies (Malin, Liauw, et al., 2019). In two 
years, Finnish adolescents moved mainly towards Dreamer, which almost doubled its 
original size from 23% to 41%. This may result from their education or coping strategies 
to general adversity. At the same time, Self-oriented decreased from 23% in 2020 to 5% in  
2022. Our results suggest that youth purposes are becoming less self-oriented (see also 
Moran, 2009), and adolescents appeared willing to contribute to the world around them 
in this respect. Thus, these Finnish adolescents resembled more their age-peers in 
Singapore and Israel (Heng et al., 2017) than in Iran (Hedayati et al., 2017).

Adolescents’ educational path or future professional plans were not associated with 
the profile placements. However, higher parental education was associated with 
Purposeful in 2022 and the offspring of vocationally educated parents either remained 
Purposeful or became Dreamers in 2022. In our whole sample, transition to Dreamer was 
statistically significantly related to female gender, as also, for example, to adolescents’ 
interest in climate activism (Piispa et al., 2023).

On the other hand, our qualitative data analysis revealed a predominance of self- 
orientation as also in Malin, Liauw, et al. (2019) and Finnish studies utilizing the same 
elicitation of qualitative responses (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021; Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyter, 
Schutte, & Rissanen, 2023, Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyter, Schutte, Rissanen, & Suransky,  
2023). Thus, according to the written responses, over 80% of Finnish adolescents seemed 
to have at least a pre-cursor purpose in life (Damon, 2008; Damon et al., 2003) in 2020 
and 2022. The same life purpose contents were in the top three in both years: happiness, 
development, and career. The two first categories mostly reflect a quest for wellbeing, 
self-actualization, and security in life. Career content included some beyond-the-self 
orientation later when the adolescents were 18 years old.

Family and relationships seemed less important to our Finnish adolescents, in 
contrast to their age-peers in Brazil or Thailand (Arantes et al., 2017; Balthip et al.,  
2017). Beyond-the-self-orientation increased in the written responses although this 
was not statistically significant, indicating some progress in purpose development 
(Bundick & Tirri, 2014, Klein et al., 2019; Malin, Liauw, et al., 2019). On the other 
hand, it is also understandable that self-oriented content is emphasized because of its 
vital role in purpose development and its connection to moral development and 
identity building (J. E. Côté, 2019; Erikson, 1968; Marttinen, 2017; Moran, 2009). 
Purpose seems to evolve by focusing initially on its meaning and importance to 
oneself and later merging with the common good, indicating a mature purpose 
(Damon et al., 2003, Damon, 2008; Malin, Liauw, et al., 2019; Moran, 2009, 2014). 
In our study, moral values had been at least to some extent internalized as part of 
adolescents’ identity since immoral purposes or deeds were not mentioned at all in 
the responses (see Bronk, 2014; Damon, 2008).

Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative datasets shed some light on the evolution 
of life purposes among Finnish adolescents. Despite only slight change in the written 
content in two years, the quantitative data lead us to expect purpose development during 
adolescence. Hence, written responses with developmental content were evident in 

14 M. VILJANEN AND E. KUUSISTO



Purposeful, especially in 2020, and the evolution of other-orientation was related to 
Purposeful in 2022. Increase in happiness and developmental life purpose content 
could be related to the increase in Dreamers, which includes adolescents’ willingness to 
contribute to the common good and have a good life, however vague such intentions 
may be.

Our respondents showed that many transitions, transformations, and developments 
are ongoing. Progress is not linear; individual adolescents’ purpose dimensions vary 
during developmental processes (Malin, Liauw, et al., 2019), making adolescence 
a difficult time and raising emotions and tensions necessary to construct one’s social 
and personal identity (J. E. Côté, 2019). In addition to normal youth development, 2020’s 
adolescents’ concerns include pandemics and climate change. They face educational 
policies geared to making them functioning components of society (Brunila & 
Lundahl, 2020; Kallio & Honkatukia, 2022). Resilience and guidance are needed in 
moral development, finding eudemonic balance and a sense of belonging (J. E. Côté,  
2019; Martela & Steger, 2016).

Spiritual and religious purposes appeared unimportant in youth purpose, as also 
reported elsewhere regarding Finnish adolescents and young adults (Kuusisto & Tirri,  
2021; Kuusisto, de Groot, de Ruyter, Schutte, & Rissanen, 2023; Viljanen & Kuusisto,  
2021). Instead, the Finnish adolescents seem to ‘have a dream’ and their purpose may 
manifest as an actively engaged response to global adversity (Huttunen & Albrecht, 2021; 
Malin, Morton, et al., 2019; Piispa et al., 2023). Purpose as defined in this study, 
a meaningful intention to contribute to the world beyond the self, was not manifested 
to the full in Finnish adolescents’ responses, which indicates a need for fostering and 
nurturing to guide adolescents to grow from mostly premature subjective purposes to 
a mature purpose as in Damon et al.’s (2003) definition.

Limitations and future studies

The main limitation of this study is the sampling, since only 10% of the first survey 
participated in the follow-up survey. The latter was based on voluntary participation in 
leisure time, while the first was conducted in schooltime in classrooms; thus, those in the 
purposeful profile may have been more willing to help in the research. Small sample size 
was also impacted by the dropout phenomenon that is well known in follow-up studies. 
Thus, more robust protocols are needed to ensure large sample sizes with several data 
gathering timepoints to investigate purpose development among adolescents. Still, we 
argue that our study provides valuable information to be scrutinized further with 
quantitative and qualitative as well as intervention research designs. Due to our sample 
size, the results cannot be generalized, and interpretations need to be cautious.

We acknowledge that the fixed estimates in the modified latent profile analysis 
represent a new methodological approach which has been utilized earlier, mainly in 
structural equation modeling (see Rosseel & Loh, 2021; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2024). More 
methodological research in the context of latent profile analysis is needed for studies with 
fewer participants. In future purpose studies, it will also be important to continue 
validating the originally American scales in different countries and cultures, especially 
measurements of the beyond-the-self dimension.
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Even though the main trends identified with quantitative and qualitative methods 
were similar in our study, the quantitative surveys and written responses yielded some
what disparate results, which is (relatively) typical in mixed methods research (Creswell,  
2015). Thus, which one produces more valid results and why remains to be investigated. 
Purpose is a relatively abstract phenomenon potentially difficult to describe in words but 
easier to click on readymade scales. It may also be that the open-ended question used in 
this study favored self-orientation and short written responses challenge analysis. 
Nevertheless, the open-ended questions utilized in our study show high reliability with 
earlier studies indicating similar trends in answering styles and contents among adoles
cents, young adults, and adults (see Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, Kuusisto et al., 2023; Viljanen 
& Kuusisto, 2021). Interviews and a more profound understanding of young people are 
still needed to better comprehend the development of youth purpose and what kind of 
support the young themselves would like to have to help construct their purposes in life, 
whether they have had role models to guide them, and what forms the basis of their 
purpose development and on what values they build their future lives.

Youth purpose has been studied using different foci, methods, survey instruments, 
and samples (Burrow et al., 2018; Hatchimonji et al., 2019), hence the results may elude 
comparison. Larger samples, a common theoretical basis, cross-culturally validated 
instruments and co-operative international studies are needed in future to compare 
purpose development among young people in different countries and cultures. 
A purposeful young generation can make a difference and give insightful knowledge 
and suggestions to tackle the prevalent questions and solve the wicked problems of 
tomorrow.
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