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Abstract

Purpose in life and mastery over one’s environment are important assets for positive
youth development but little is known about how they change or interact during the
transition to young adulthood, or how they may be moderated by support from
relationships. The current study examines longitudinal associations between purpose
in life and mastery in a sample of Canadian youth (N = 662) ages 18 to 29 across
three biennial waves of data. Purpose in life and mastery were reciprocally associated
within and across time, suggesting that these assets develop in tandem. However,
emotional support from friends and romantic partners also moderated the
associations. Specifically, the reciprocal association were significant for youth with
high levels of friend and romantic partner support, but not for youth with low levels
of support. Father and mother emotional support did not moderate the pathways.
Findings highlight the importance of peer and romantic partner emotional support in
cultivating youth’s sense of purpose in life and mastery during the transition to young
adulthood.

Keywords: youth, purpose, mastery, emotional support, parent support, peer
support, romantic partner support

Paweena Sukhawathanakul is a Post-doctoral Fellow with the Centre on Aging at the University of Manitoba.
Research interests include factors that promote positive youth development, specifically, predictors of well-being,
positive peer relationships, and factors that promote social responsibility in children and youth. Recent publication:
Leadbeater, B. J., Thompson, K., & Sukhawathanakul, P. (2016). Enhancing social responsibility and prosocial
leadership to prevent aggression, peer victimization, and emotional problems in elementary school children. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 1-12.


http://ejournals,library,ualberta.ca/index/php/cjfy

Sukhawathanakul, Ames and Leadbeater

Megan Ames is a Post-doctoral Fellow with the Department of Psychology at the University of Victoria. Her research
interest focuses on adolescent health risk behaviours including predictors of cardiometabolic risk in young adulthood
(e.g., psychosocial problems and health behaviours). Recent publication: Ames, M., & Leadbeater, B. (2016).
Overweight and isolated: The interpersonal problems of youth who are overweight from adolescence into young
adulthood. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 41(3), 390-404. doi:10.1177/0165025416647799
Bonnie Leadbeater is a Professor with the Department of Psychology at the University of Victoria. Her research
interests include mental health and behavioural problems in adolescents and young adults with a specific interest in
adolescent parenting, emerging adulthood, adolescent depression, resilience in high-risk youth, and the prevention of
peer victimization in elementary school children. Recent publication: Leadbeater, B., Thompson, K.,
Sukhawathanakul, P., & Merrin, G. (2018). The longitudinal effects of implementation fidelity and generalization on
program outcomes: Scaling up the WITS programs in rural Canadian elementary schools. Prevention Science.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-018-0948-8



Sukhawathanakul, Ames and Leadbeater

Introduction

An increasing interest in understanding positive youth development has motivated scholars
to pursue research that examines what fosters well-being and purpose in life. Conceptualizations
of positive youth development shift our attention from developmental deficits that are often related
to contextual disadvantages to consider the interactions between personal motivation and agency
with available contextual supports and opportunities. Youth are also seen as active agents and their
development is embedded in but not determined by their social contexts (Lerner, 2017). While
mastery and finding purpose in life are key components of development in the transition to young
adulthood, research on the social supports that scaffold these characteristics is limited, particularly
in the transition to young adulthood. Parents are often conceptualized as guardians who must also
gradually monitor the impulsivity and risk taking that is fostered by the negative influences of
peers and romantic partners, and also gradual withdrawal to afford the growth of autonomy
(Brauer, 2017). From a positive development perspective, we hypothesize that emotional support
from parent, peer and romantic partners supports the growth of mastery and purpose in life across
young adulthood.

Purpose in life and mastery, or agency in managing one’s environment, are conceptualized
as important assets for development that can propel an individual along a healthy trajectory across
the life course. Youth who possess these assets engage in more prosocial acts and avoid risky
behaviours (Burrow & Hill, 2011; Cotton Bronk et al., 2009; Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003).
In this study, purpose in life signifies having future goals, intentions, and a sense of direction;
whereas mastery involves the experience of agency or control over one’s environment that enables
individuals to choose or create contexts appropriate for their personal needs and values (Ryff,
1989). Together, it is likely that dedication to a purpose also enables youth to feel more competent
in achieving daily goals (Burrow, O’Dell, & Hill, 2010).

Although identity formation has historically been considered a key developmental task of
adolescence (Erikson, 1968), the prolonged transition to adulthood in post-industrial societies
grants extended psychosocial moratoria where some youth are afforded opportunities to explore
their identities well into their 20s (Arnett, 2000; C6té, 2009). Young adulthood offers further
opportunities for youth to experiment with various identity roles when they enter post-secondary
education, begin to live independently, develop long-term romantic relationships, rework
relationships with parents and solidify meaningful friendships. However, little is known about the
development of purpose and mastery in this critical age period or what contexts foster the
interaction of these processes over time.

The current study addresses two important questions regarding the development of purpose
in life and mastery in the transition to young adulthood: (1) How do purpose and mastery change
over the transition to young adulthood and do they develop in parallel or influence one another
over time? (2) What social contexts influence the relation between purpose in life and mastery?
With a longitudinal sample of Canadian youth ages 18 to 29, we test the reciprocal relations
between purpose in life and mastery over time and investigate whether emotional support from
parents, friends, and romantic partners moderate these associations. We also examine whether the
pathways between purpose in life and mastery differ for male and female participants.
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Purpose in Life during Young Adulthood

Achieving a sense of purpose in life has traditionally been considered a protective factor
in the face of adversity (Frankl, 1959). It has also been conceptualize as an aspect of identity
development (Erikson, 1968). We adopt Ryff’s (1989) definition of purpose in life to denote an
individual’s sense of directedness and intentionality, both of which contribute to the feeling that
life is meaningful. This is consistent with Damon, Menon, and Cotton Bronk’s (2003) definition,
which highlights purpose in life as an individual’s personal search for meaning and motivations to
accomplish far-reaching, higher-level goals than short-term goals.

Having a sense of purpose in life during adolescence, in particular, has been linked to a
range of positive emotional and behavioural outcomes. For example, Malin, Liauw, and Damon
(2017) found that a greater sense of purpose in life during adolescence was associated with positive
character strengths (e.g., gratitude, compassion, and grit). Burrow and Hill (2011) found that
purpose was directly associated with daily positive affect and inversely related to daily negative
affect. Purpose in life is also associated with higher academic achievement (Pizzolato, Brown, &
Kanny, 2011). Adolescents who demonstrate a greater sense of meaning and purpose in life are
also less likely to engage in health risk behaviours such as substance use (Minehan, Newcomb, &
Galaif, 2000), as well as unsafe sexual behaviours, lack of exercise, and diet control (Brassai, Piko,
& Stegger, 2011). Moreover, purpose in life can impact adolescent psychological adjustment.
Youth who possess a greater sense of purpose in life report fewer mental health problems
(internalizing and externalizing symptoms; Hardy et al., 2014) and suicidal ideations (Henry et al.,
2014). Further longitudinal investigations are needed to determine if the benefits of having a
purpose in life continue into young adulthood when youth are charged with making challenging
decisions (e.g., entry to post-secondary, career pathways) that hold long-term implications for their
future.

Mastery in Young Adulthood

Mastery is defined as the capacity to effectively manage one’s life and surroundings is an
important psychological resource that promotes well-being (Ryff & Keyes, 1995) and a key aspect
of positive youth development (Lerner et al., 2003). Facets of mastery can include competence in
decision-making, agency, and efficacy in choosing contexts that are congruent with one’s goals
and needs (Ryff, 1989). Although several definitions of mastery exist (e.g., Emirbayer & Mische,
1998; Kiecolt & Mabry, 2000), for the present study, we use Ryff’s (1989) definition of mastery
as it encompasses both a sense of control over their context or environment and competence in
decision-making.

Individuals with a sense of mastery are more agentic, as they display little difficulty
managing everyday affairs, take advantage of environmental opportunities, and feel able to change
or improve their surrounding context. This definition of mastery also shares similarities with Coté
and Levine’s (2002) definition of agency, which refers to an individual’s sense of responsibility
and control in their decisions, as well as the confidence in one’s abilities to effectively navigate
life’s obstacles. Past research shows this definition of mastery is positively associated with identity
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achievement, exploration, deliberate decision making, and flexible commitment and negatively
related to identity diffusion, avoidance, and aimlessness (Coté & Schwartz, 2002; Schwartz et al.,
2005). Individuals who are high in mastery are likely to have a strong sense of self that can guide
explorations of a variety of possible life directions, whereas individuals low in mastery may be
unprepared to explore the opportunities available to them (Ryff, 1989; Schwartz et al., 2005).

In general, longitudinal research suggests that individuals high in mastery (conceptualized
as personal control, competence or self-efficacy) have higher socioeconomic status (e.g., more
opportunities for occupational and educational attainment) and better mental health in adolescence
and young adulthood (Adler, 2011; Colman et al., 2014; Hitlin, Erickson, & Brown, 2015). For
example, using a large national sample of Canadian adolescents, Colman and colleagues (2014)
found mastery during adolescence was protective of depression in adulthood. Mastery has also
been shown to predict high levels of positive affect and life satisfaction in a sample of Swedish
adolescents (Garcia & Siddiqui, 2009). Research has not investigated whether mastery changes
during the transition to young adulthood as youth begin to be more autonomous and begin to
navigate new adult roles and responsibilities.

The Relation between Purpose in Life and Mastery

The relationship between purpose in life and mastery in the transition to young adulthood
is of particular interest. Researchers have theorized that purpose in life contributes to an agentic
personality, which enables an individual to master their daily activities, overcome obstacles, and
manage their environments (Schwartz et al., 2005). Identifying a purpose can also help youth
formulate goals that provide meaning and a sense of mastery, thereby facilitating the transition to
young adulthood. Both personal assets are components of optimal functioning and well-being
(Ryff & Keyes, 1995). During the transition to young adulthood, youth with a sense of purpose
may be motivated to master opportunities that fit with their perceived strengths to maximize efforts
to achieve their goals which, in turn, enhance self-efficacy and mastery. This suggests that the
positive relations between purpose in life and mastery are reciprocal. The first objective of the
present study is to empirically examine the direction of the association between purpose in life and
mastery using three waves of data spanning six years for youth ages 18 to 25 at baseline. More
specifically, we test whether purpose in life drives the development of mastery or vice versa, or
whether they develop in tandem, influencing each other over time.

The Effects of Emotional Support on the Development of Purpose in Life and Mastery

Despite evidence that independently links purpose and mastery to positive outcomes, the
contexts that support youth’s development of purpose in life and mastery in young adulthood has
received little attention. Hill, Burrow, and Sumner (2013) summarized the current state of the
research field on youth’s purpose and identified a “need to understand which contexts best scaffold
the development of purpose among youth” (p. 232). Purpose in life includes an individual’s
intention to achieve something that is meaningful to both the self and to one’s boarder community
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(Damon et al., 2003) and supportive social contexts maybe needed to reinforce youth’s feeling of
connection to their community. Moreover, meta-analytic reviews of interventions that promote
positive youth development (e.g., Tolan, Ross, Arkin, Godine, & Clark, 2016) calls for programs
that support youth’s development of mastery and competence by creating supportive contexts that
align youth needs and skills with opportunities that enable them to be agents of their own thriving.

Research shows emotional support from family, peers, or romantic partners can help
facilitate well-being in the transition to young adulthood (Adams & Marshall, 1996; Coté &
Levine, 2014; Desjardins & Leadbeater, 2017; Meeus, Oosterwegel, & Vollebergh, 2002).
Evidence suggests that high levels of social support can create greater sense of belonging that is
central to having a purpose in life (e.g., Hagerty, Williams, & Oe, 2002; Jose, Ryaa, & Pryor,
2012; Lambert et al., 2013). Social contexts can also shape motivations to pursue goals as well as
the determination to accomplish them (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Messages about purpose and meaning
can be conveyed to youth through interactions with parents, peers, and romantic partners. For
example, research demonstrates that daily activities that include family obligations (e.g., helping
parents or siblings with tasks) are positively associated with daily purpose, suggesting that family
obligations may aid the development of purpose in life (Kiang, 2011; Kiang et al., 2013). Here,
we hypothesize that youth with better social support systems will report greater purpose in life and
higher levels of mastery. On the other hand, youth with low social support may be less likely to
establish enduring connections between purpose in life and mastery over the transition to young
adulthood.

Arnett (2000) argues that individuals continue to explore various identity roles in the
transition to young adulthood, but also rely on important sources of support for the feedback and
emotional encouragement needed to help focus and guide their commitments to a purpose in life.
However, research on how social support contributes to purpose and mastery within this
developmental period is lacking. We know very little about how purpose and mastery changes
across the transition from adolescence to young adulthood and what sources of social support
continue to influence their interaction and growth over time. The second objective of the present
study is to examine whether emotional support from family, peers, and romantic partners moderate
the longitudinal associations between purpose in life and mastery during the transition to young
adulthood.

The Current Study

The current study aims to understand how purpose and mastery develop over the transition
to young adulthood in a longitudinal sample of Canadian youth who participated in the final three
waves of the Victoria Healthy Youth Survey (V-HYS; see Leadbeater, Thompson, & Gruppuso,
2012 for details). We first use latent growth analysis to describe trajectories of purpose in life and
mastery across the transition to young adulthood. Next, we assess the reciprocal associations
between purpose in life and mastery. We then examine whether emotional sources of support from
parents, friends, and romantic partners moderate the association between purpose in life and
mastery. We hypothesize that purpose in life and mastery will be more strongly related over time
for youth who report high levels of support from parents, peers, and romantic partners; whereas
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purpose in life and mastery will develop independently across time among youth with low levels
of social support. Sex differences in the pathways between purpose in life and mastery will also
be examined. Studies that have investigated sex differences in purpose in life and mastery have
provided inconsistent findings (Damon et al., 2003). Therefore, we do not have specific hypotheses
as to whether the pathways between purpose in life and mastery will differ for male and female
participants.

Method
Participants

The current study used the final three waves of data from the Victoria Healthy Youth
Survey (V-HYS) when participants were between 18 to 25 years of age at baseline (T1 Mage =
22.33, SD = 1.96). Participants were interviewed in 2009 (n = 459; 44% male), 2011 (n = 463;
46% male), and 2013 (n = 478; 45% male). The original sample of the V-HYS consisted of 662
(ages 12 to 18; 48.3% male) youth selected from a medium-sized urban community. The sample
identified primarily as Caucasian (85%) and 61% of fathers and 70% of mothers had at least some
college or university training.

Procedure

The V-HYS data collection began in 2003 (N = 662; 48% male) and continued biennially
until 2013 (see Leadbeater et al., 2012). Participants were obtained through a random sample of
9,500 telephone listings with 1,036 households identified eligible, housing an adolescent (ages 12
to 18). Of these households, 185 parents or guardians and 187 adolescents declined participation
in the study. Retention rates over the course of the study were high (ranged from 70% to 87%).
For youth over age 18, youth provided informed written consent. A trained interviewer
administered the V-HYS in the participant’s home or another private location. Participants
completed a self-report portion of the survey individually for items dealing with private topics
(e.g., mental health indicators and substance use). This portion of the interview was self-
administered and placed in a sealed envelope not accessible to the interviewer. Gift certificates
were awarded for participation at each interview.

Measures
Purpose in Life
The purpose in life subscale from Ryft’s (1989) psychological well-being scale was used

in the present study to assess purpose in life. The nine item subscale taps having a sense of direction
in life, purpose and meaning, and objectives (e.g., “I enjoy making plans for the future and working
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to make them a reality;” “I am an active person in carrying out the plans I set for myself.”). Youth
responded with their level of agreement to these statements on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from
(0) strongly agree to (6) strongly disagree. The items were summed to create a composite score
that were used in the analyses. Internal consistencies were .80 at T1, .78 at T2, and .79 at T3,
respectively.

Mastery

The environmental mastery subscale also from Ryff’s (1989) psychological well-being
scale, was used to assess mastery. The nine item subscale measures youth’s sense of control over
their environment and ability to make use of available opportunities (e.g., “In general, I feel I am
in charge of the situation in which | live in;” “I am quite good at managing the many
responsibilities of my daily life.”). Youth indicated their level of agreement with each statement
ranging from (0) strongly agree to (6) strongly disagree. The items were summed to create a
composite score that were used in the analyses. Internal consistencies were adequate across waves;
.78atT1,.79atT2,and .82 at T3.

Father and Mother Emotional Support

Schaefer’s (1965) inventory of parental behaviors assessed father and mother emotional
support. Participants rated on a 0 (not like him or her) to 2 (like him or her) scale how much they
felt five statements were like their father and mother separately (e.g., “My father/mother is a person
who understands my problems and worries”). Internal consistencies were adequate across waves
for the father (.81 at T1, .81 at T2, and .82 at T3) and mother (.74 at each wave) scales.

Friend Emotional Support

Nine items from the Perceived Social Support measure (Procidano & Heller, 1983)
assessed whether or not participants received various forms of emotional support from their friends
(e.g., “I rely on my friends for emotional support”) on a scale of 0 (no), 1 (yes). Internal
consistencies were .65, .66, and .57 for friend emotional support at T1, T2, and T3, respectively.

Romantic Partner Emotional Support

Youth who responded to questions about romantic partner emotional support were
currently in a romantic relationship during that assessment period. At T1, 249 (46%; 155 females)
were in a relationship, 280 (61%; 168 females) at T2, and 301 (65%; females) at T3. The quality
of participants’ current romantic relationship was assessed with three items developed for the V-
HYS. Youth rated how true three statements were for them on a five-point scale (0 = not at all true
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to 4 = very true). Items were “I feel a strong bond with my partner,” “My partner and I are really
important to each other,” and “I can rely on my partner.” Internal consistencies were .83 at T1, .76
at T2, and .83 at T3, respectively.

Plan for Analyses

Latent growth analyses (Bollen & Curran, 2006) were used describe trajectories of purpose
in life and mastery across the transition to young adulthood. Next, autoregressive, cross-lagged
path analyses were used to assess the directionality of links between purpose in life and mastery.
We compared the fit of four models sequentially: 1) The baseline model included autoregressive
paths and concurrent associations between purpose in life and mastery across the three waves to
determine the stability of the two constructs; 2) Building on the baseline model, the purpose-driven
model added paths from purpose in life to subsequent levels of mastery (i.e., purpose T1 to mastery
T2; purpose T2 to mastery T3) to test the hypothesis that purpose in life is the primary motivator
behind increases in mastery beyond stability in mastery and concurrent associations with purpose
and mastery; 3) The mastery-driven model examines paths from mastery to subsequent levels of
purpose in life (i.e., mastery T1 to purpose T2; mastery T2 to purpose T3) to test the hypothesis
that having a sense of mastery is the primary motivator behind increases in purpose in life beyond
stability in purpose and concurrent associations with mastery and purpose; and, 4) The
transactional model examines bidirectional paths between purpose in life and mastery to test the
hypothesis that purpose and mastery reciprocally influence one another over time. Each model
controlled for the influence of sex, age at T1, and SES (assessed by mother’s education level). Sex
was also assessed as a grouping moderator variable to test if pathways between purpose in life and
mastery differ by male and female participants. The models did not differ significantly by sex, thus
sex was entered as a control variable in all subsequent models.

Mplus statistical software (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012) version 7 was used to test the
fit of the hypothesized models. Missing data was handled using full information maximum
likelihood procedures. Following established guidelines (Byrne, 2010; Hu & Bentler, 1995; Kline,
2005), model fit was evaluated using the comparative fit indices (CFI), root-mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root-mean of the residual (SRMR) that are sensitive
to model complexity. CFI values of >.95 represent an exceptional fitting model and >.90 indicate
reasonable good fit; RMSEA and SRMR values >.05 suggest excellent model fit, and values
between .05 and .08 indicate reasonable fit. The chi-square likelihood ratio difference test was
used to assess whether each successive model differed from the previous, nested model (e.g., fit
of purpose-driven model to the stability model).

To assess the moderating role of emotional support (from parents, friends, and romantic
partners), high and low support groups were created by averaging participants’ scores on each
scale across all three waves, calculating the overall means of these scores, and splitting the groups
into those above the mean (high group) and those below (low group). Multiple-group analyses
were used to assess differences in fit related to the moderating effects of mother, father, friend,
and romantic partner emotional support. Chi-square difference tests were used to compare the fit
of the models with the cross-lagged estimates allowed to vary (unconstrained) by the moderator
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against the fit of the model the cross-lagged parameters fixed to be equal (constrained) across the
support groups. A significant difference between the constrained and unconstrained models
indicates that the model varies by group.

Results
Development of Purpose and Mastery across the Transition

Findings from the latent growth analyses show that, on average, purpose in life increased
over time (Bsiope = .30, SE = .13, p =.02) and mastery was stable (fsiope = .18, SE =.11, p =.12).

Longitudinal Associations between Purpose and Mastery

Results from the model comparisons are shown in Table 1. Figure 1 shows the standardized
results of the paths estimated for each model. Within-time correlations between purpose and
mastery were included in all models but are not shown in the figure for clarity (rs = .68, .39, and
46, ps < .01 for T1, T2 and T3 respectively). All three models (i.e., the purpose-driven, mastery-
driven, and transactional models) fit significantly better than the baseline model. The transactional
model was a better fitting model than the mastery-driven model (Ay?(2) = 25.11, p < .01), but was
not significantly better than the purpose-driven model (Ay?(2) = 5.28, p = .07). However, overall
fit indices suggest that the transactional model best fit the data (CFI = .95, RMSEA = .17, SRMR
=.03), suggesting that purpose and mastery influence one another over time (see Figure 1D).

Moderating Effects of Emotional Support from Parents, Peers, and Romantic
Partners

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for purpose in life and agency by high and low
support groups. Youth who reported higher mean levels of emotional support (i.e., mother, father,
friend, and romantic relationship) consistently reported higher levels of purpose in life and mastery
at each time point with the exception of mastery at T1 for mother social support. The multiple-
group model for both mother and father emotional support were not significant (Ay%(8) = 13.06, ,
p < .001 and Ay%(8) =7.99, p < .001, respectively). The multiple-group models were significant
for friend (Ay*(8) = 15.73, p <.001) and romantic partner (Ay*(8) = 22.37, p <.001) emotional
support indicating that the path parameters presented in Figure 1D (transactional model) differed

by group.
Friend Emotional Support

Among youth who had reported high levels of friend emotional support, mastery at T1
predicted higher levels of purpose at T2, # = .24, which subsequently predicted higher levels of

10
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mastery at T3, = .26 (see Figure 2B). Purpose in life at T1 predicted higher levels of mastery at
T2, f = .16 and subsequently predicted higher levels of purpose in life at T3, # = .16. In contrast,
for youth who had low levels of friend emotional support only, mastery at T1 predicted higher
levels of purpose at T2 only, S =.27.

Romantic Partner Emotional Support

Among youth who had high levels of romantic partner support, pathways from mastery to
purpose (i.e., T1 to T2 and T2 to T3) were significant, fs = .26 and .16, respectively (see Figure
3B). In addition, purpose in life predicted higher levels of mastery from T2 to T3, g = .22. For
youth who had low levels of romantic partner support, only mastery at T1 predicted higher levels
of purpose at T2, 5 =.37.

Discussion

The current study examined the reciprocal associations between purpose in life and mastery
across the transition to young adulthood in a sample of Canadian youth. On average, purpose in
life increased over the six years of data collection, suggesting that youth continue to develop
purpose as they enter young adulthood. Levels of mastery achieved by age 18, over average, did
not change over time. A transactional model between purpose in life and mastery best fit the data
demonstrating that both assets appear to predict and influence each other over time. Emotional
support from friends and romantic partners but not parents, moderated the association between
purpose in life and mastery. As hypothesized, purpose in life and mastery were reciprocally related
in youth who had reported high levels friend and romantic partner support compared to youth who
reported low levels of support. Further, consistent with the identity status literature (e.g., Coté,
2009), men and women did not differ in their associations between purpose in life and mastery.

The Relation between Purpose in Life and Mastery

Our findings show direct and reciprocal associations between purpose in life and mastery
across six years spanning the transition to young adulthood. More specifically, mastery predicted
purpose in life during early young adulthood (T1 to T2), and purpose in life and mastery were
reciprocally related during young adulthood (T2 to T3). The transition to young adulthood offers
opportunities to explore identity roles that lend to the co-occurring development of purpose in life
and mastery. Youth are afforded new-found independence when they begin to live independently
and enrol in post-secondary education or vocational training which enables them to practice self-
governance and develop mastery (Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). Youth may build on mastery established
in adolescence to take advantage of a range of opportunities and manage new environments to
adjust to their rapidly changing life circumstances. Mastery also may spur achievements in young
adulthood that are the foundations of purpose in life. Colleges and universities also serve as social
institutions that provide some youth with organized, civic activities (e.g., social, political,

11
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environmental activism), which can help inspire youths’ sense of purpose (Flanagan & Levine,
2010; Youniss & Levine, 2009). Youth who commit to a purpose may work to master towards
opportunities that are compatible with their goals and align with their perceived strengths, which,
in turn, can further support their sense of mastery and competence (reflecting the reciprocal
relation between purpose and agency in mid- to late- young adulthood).

The Effects of Emotional Support on the Development of Purpose in Life and Agency

The longitudinal associations between purpose in life and agency varied by levels of
emotional support. Notably, youth with higher mean levels of emotional support across all sources
(i.e., parent, peer, and romantic partner) reported higher levels of purpose in life and mastery
consistently at each time point compared to youth who reported lower levels. Affirming social
contexts are important for identity development as youth rely on their social networks to reinforce
their sense of belonging and purpose and mastery (e.g., Hagerty et al., 2002; Jose et al., 2012;
Schachter & Ventura, 2008). As Erikson (1970) described, an individual’s identity is “a subjective
sense as well as an observable quality of personal sameness and continuity, paired with some belief
in the sameness and continuity of some shared world image” (p. 20). External support for one’s
personal identity can enhance the congruency between an individual’s purpose in life and available
life choices. Conversely, a lack of support can threaten one’s personal goals and may mitigate the
sense of purpose and mastery within an individual.

Mother and father emotional support did not moderate pathways between purpose in life
and mastery. In the transition to young adulthood, youth increasingly seek support from sources
other than parents (i.e., friend and romantic partners). As youth begin to live independently from
their parents, shed superficial relationships and strengthen meaningful ones (Carstensen, 1992),
the quality of support from close friends and romantic partners may foster the co-development of
purpose and mastery. It is also possible that low parental support in the form of psychological
control can limit personal competence and hamper youth’s efforts to develop purpose (Grolnick,
2002; Barber & Harmon, 2002). However, the measure used to capture parent support in our study
does not represent manipulative attempts to psychologically control youth through emotional and
behavioural strategies. Research shows parental support is important for other outcomes (e.qg.,
internalizing and externalizing problems, academic achievement and work outcomes; Desjardin &
Leadbeater, 2017; Yeung & Leadbeater, 2013) that were not examined in this study.

Youth reporting high levels of peer support showed the same relations over time as the
overall transactional model. Mastery at T1 only predicted purpose in life at T2 for youth with low
levels of peer support. Youth with poorer quality of peer support may not experience the affirming
relations that enable the co-development of purpose in life and mastery later in young adulthood
and rely on their own mastery to spur purpose during young adulthood. Friendships during
adolescence may be abundant, superficial, and transient in nature as youth begin to explore
different friendships that fit with their identity roles within various contexts (Arnett, 2000). As
youth progress into young adulthood and begin to adopt adult roles, they may start to select
friendships that are more emotionally meaningful and shed ones that are not congruent with their
purposes or identity. This is exemplified in studies that show that rates of interaction with

12
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acquaintances decline steadily from young adulthood but interactions in significant relationships
increase (Carstensen, 1992; English & Carstensen, 2014). The rewarding and enduring friendships
that youth choose to invest in during later young adulthood appear to enhance youth’s sense of
purpose and provide support for their competence and mastery.

For youth reporting high levels of romantic partner support, relations between purpose in
life and mastery were reciprocal only between T2 and T3. Youth with high and low levels of
romantic partner support primarily relied on their sense of mastery to develop purpose in life
between T1 and T2. Supportive romantic partners may play a larger role in helping youth develop
purpose in life and agency later in young adulthood as youth begin to enter more long-term,
committed, and intimate relationships (Brown, 1999; Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009). As
romantic relationships during young adulthood begin to involve shared values and belief systems
(i.e., a relational identity; Brown, 1999), affirming romantic relationships could foster the co-
development of purpose in life and mastery. Future research is needed to determine how these
assets change as youth progress into adulthood.

Limitations

This study has limitations that could be addressed in future research. The measures used to
tap support focused on emotional support, and other types of support (e.g., instrumental support
from parents) may be important. The moderating effects of other types of support such as
instrumental, appraisal, and informational supports (Malecki & Demaray, 2003) on purpose in life
and mastery need to be examined. A more detailed assessment, such as qualitative interviews, may
also illuminate how youth use the emotional support they are receiving to inform their sense of
purpose in life and support their mastery. Also limiting our findings, participants in this study are
primarily Caucasian so findings are not generalizable to ethnic minority youth. Future research is
needed to replicate these findings with a more diverse sample as aspects of identity may differ
across ethnic or cultural groups (e.g., Schwartz et al., 2005).

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, the current study supports a growing body of literature focuses
positive assets for youth development. In particular, our findings show that purpose in life and
mastery influence each other across the transition to young adulthood. Further, we highlight the
role that strong support systems can have on shaping the interaction between youth’s purpose in
life and mastery. Purpose in life and mastery have significant implications for positive youth
development, psychosocial adjustment, and for the promotion of civic engagement (Flanagan &
Levine, 2010; Hardy et al., 2014). Healthy parent, peer, and romantic partner communication is
critical during the transition to young adulthood when youth are faced with important decisions
about education, career, and interpersonal relationships which can have long-term implications for
their purpose in life and experiences of mastery in managing opportunities available to them.
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Table 1.
Comparisons of Path Models Testing Longitudinal Associations between Purpose and Mastery
Compared
Model df 7 CFl  RMSEA SRMR Ay?(df)
to model
A Baseline model - 8 130.20** .92 15 .08 -

Purpose-driven model: Adding
B paths from earlier purpose to A 6 88.79** .95 14 .05 41.41(2)**

subsequent mastery

Mastery-driven model: Adding
C paths from earlier mastery to A 6 108.62** 93 16 .05 21.58(2)**

subsequent purpose

Transactional model: Reciprocal

D associations between purpose and A 4 83.51** .95 17 .03 46.69(2)**
mastery
B 2 5.28(2)"
C 2 25.11(2)**

Note: p = .18, *p < .05, **p < .01
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Table 2.

Means (SD) for Purpose and Agency by high and low support groups and time in study.

Mother Support Father Support Friend Support Romantic Partner Support
High Low High Low High Low High Low
(n = 369) (n = 170) (n = 301) (n = 228) (n = 340) (n = 206) (n = 191) (n = 260)
Time 1
Purpose  34.93(6.37) 35.30(6.13) 34.78(6.37) 32.67 (7.04) 34.96(6.28) 32.04 (7.04) 35.65 (5.67) 32.44 (6.27)
Mastery  31.70 (6.19) 32.26 (6.49) 31.57(6.32) 29.80(6.79) 32.06 (6.06) 28.44(6.85) 31.85(6.06) 29.74 (6.67)
Time 2
Purpose  34.45(6.27) 31.516.38) 34.23(6.49) 32.84(6.23) 34.77 (6.23) 31.68(6.31) 35.44 (5.79) 32.03 (6.20)
Mastery  31.62 (6.34) 28.88 (6.74) 31.81(6.02) 29.62 (6.98) 32.09(6.11) 28.66 (6.74) 32.28(6.28) 29.21 (6.27)
Time 3
Purpose  35.30 (6.13) 32.20(6.56) 34.89(6.62) 33.49(6.08) 35.22(6.29) 32.86(6.32) 36.04(5.61) 33.07 (6.11)
Mastery ~ 32.26 (6.49) 28.88 (7.57) 32.01(7.07) 30.21(6.97) 32.58(6.45) 29.00(7.39) 32.73(6.75) 29.64 (6.59)

Note. All means are significantly different between the high and low groups (ps < .01).
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Figure 1. Autoregressive, cross-lagged path analyses assessing the (A) Baseline stability
model; (B) Purpose-driven model; (C) Mastery-driven model; and (D) Transactional model:
Bidirectional associations between purpose in life and mastery. All models controlled for
age, gender, and SES. Standardized coefficients are presented. Within-time correlations are
significant and positive but are not presented. *p < .05, **p <.001
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Figure 2. Bidirectional associations between purpose in life and mastery controlling for age,
gender, and SES for youth with A.) low friend emotional support and B.) high friend emotional
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support. Standardized coefficients are presented. Dashed lines represent non-significant

pathways. Within-time correlations are significant and positive but are not presented. *p < .05,

**p < 001
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Figure 3. Bidirectional associations between purpose in life and mastery controlling for age,
gender, and SES for youth with A.) low romantic partner emotional support and B.) high
romantic partner emotional support. Standardized coefficients are presented. Dashed lines
represent non-significant pathways. Within-time correlations are significant and positive but are
not presented. Tp =.09; *p < .05, **p <.001
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