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Exploring the Relationship between Purpose and Moral Psychological Indicators 

Abstract 

In the present study, I explore the relationship between purpose, which was measured by the 

Claremont Purpose Scale, and moral psychological indicators, moral reasoning, moral identity, and 

empathy. Purpose was quantified in terms of three subcomponents: meaning, goal, and beyond-the-self 

motivation. Moral reasoning was assessed in term of utilization of postconventional moral reasoning. 

Moral identity was examined with two subscales: moral internalization, and symbolization. Among 

diverse subscales of empathy, I focused on empathic concern and perspective taking, which have been 

reported to be strongly related to morality. To explore the best prediction models using the data, I 

employed Bayesian Model Selection and Bayesian regression analysis. In general, purpose was 

significantly predicted by most surveyed moral psychological indicators but not by moral symbolization. 

The best prediction model for beyond-the-self motivation included the most moral psychological 

indicator predictors including moral reasoning, which did not significantly predict other dependent 

variables. 

Keywords: Purpose; Flourishing; Moral functioning; Bayesian analysis; Data-driven analysis  

Introduction 

Purpose is an important psychological construct promoting wellbeing (Bronk, 2014; Burrow et 

al., 2010). Purpose is believed to promote flourishing by helping individuals identify and be dedicated to 

long-term goals that are worth pursuing along with appropriate action plans (Damon, 2008). As a result, 

presence of purpose among people, especially adolescents and young adults, particularly those younger 

than 30 years old, who are seeking their purpose and meaning in life, significantly predicts wellbeing 

(e.g., physical and mental wellbeing) (Burrow et al., 2010), and objective wellbeing (e.g, sustained 

engagement in civic activities) (Malin, Han, et al., 2017). Recent studies have additionally shown that 



RUNNING HEAD: PURPOSE AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT  3 

purpose among old adults, who retired from their primary career, plays a fundamental role in promoting 

their health and flourishing (Boyle et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2013).  

One point to note is that purpose is a multifaceted construct, which can only be well explained 

and understood with its multiple constituents. Early research on purpose has reported that purpose 

consists of multiple subcomponents (i.e., long-term intent, commitment, beyond-the-self [BTS] 

motivation) with evidence from qualitative investigations (Damon, 2008). Similarly, recent quantitative 

analysis has also demonstrated three fundamental subscales of purpose (i.e., goal, meaning, BTS 

concern) with data collected from diverse populations (Bronk et al., 2018). Hence, we need to be aware 

of such a multifaceted nature of purpose for its better understanding. 

As purpose is supposed to predict not only subjective wellbeing, but also objective wellbeing, 

which is inseparable from flourishing in a society, some have argued that purpose, particularly moral 

purpose, can be understood as moral virtue or strength (Han, 2015). Of course, given that purpose per 

se does not necessarily imply any morality or ethics in terms of its definition, it would be possible to 

imagine ignoble purpose (e.g., purpose possessed by an extremist) (Han, 2015). However, several 

previous studies have demonstrated a strong connectivity between moral functioning and purpose, 

particularly purpose in the civic domains (Malin et al., 2015; Malin, Han, et al., 2017). In these studies, 

presence of moral identity, regarding morality as central to oneself (Aquino & Reed, 2002), was 

suggested as a significant predictor of long-term purpose. Also, some purpose researchers have 

proposed that empathy, particularly empathic concern (Malin, Liauw, et al., 2017), play important roles 

in the formation and functioning of purpose among youths (Malin, 2021). In fact, a strong sense of moral 

self, which is based on well-developed self-understanding in the moral domain, and moral identity 

(Damon, 1984) are inseparable from formation and possession of purpose. Only individuals who are 

capable of sophisticated self-understanding, particularly in terms of understanding the meaning of their 
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lives and how they are related with others beyond themselves, demonstrated strong sense of purpose 

among diverse populations across different cultures (Damon & Malin, 2020).  

One commonly agreed point regarding the relationship between purpose and morality is that 

purpose and moral development are likely to promote each other (e.g., Malin et al., 2014; Mariano et 

al., 2021). On the one hand, a group of purpose researchers have proposed that strong empathy and 

moral identity, which constitute fundamental moral psychological components required for moral 

motivation and behavior, promote purpose formation (e.g., Han et al., 2021; Malin, 2021). The 

relationship has also been well examined in the previous studies addressing civic purpose, a domain 

specific purpose (e.g., Han et al., 2021; Han & Dawson, 2021). On the other hand, several other studies 

suggest that moral and virtue development can also be promoted and assisted by exploration and 

formation of purpose (e.g., Bronk & Baumsteiger, 2018). Particularly, we may need to note that 

presence of purpose is a strong motivator of sustained prosocial and moral and behavior, as purpose is 

supposed to be constituted by long-term intent, commitment, as well as motivation to contribute to BTS 

beings (Han & Dawson, 2021; Malin, Liauw, et al., 2017) 

Although previous studies examine the relationship between moral psychological indicators, 

(i.e., moral identity and empathy) and purpose, several methodological and technical points warrant 

additional research. First, the majority of previous investigations treated purpose as a categorical 

variable without possibility of considering its continuous development and change (Han et al., 2021; Han 

& Dawson, 2021). Due to such a methodological limitation, the previous studies were not able to 

examine individual-level variances in purpose quantitatively. Second, they have primarily focused on 

purpose in civic domains (e.g., purpose in political, community service, and expressive activities) (Malin 

et al., 2015). Given moral values and foundations are inseparable from civic matters (Dawson et al., 

2021), the significant association between morality and civic purpose reported in previous research may 

be attributable the inseparability (Beaumont et al., 2006). More evidence should be acquired to 
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understand the relationship between general purpose, which includes non-civic purpose, and morality 

more comprehensively (Mariano & Vaillant, 2012). Third, in the previous studies, only two aspects of 

moral functioning (i.e., empathy and moral identity) were examined. In fact, philosophers and 

psychologists interested in moral development have proposed that reasoning-related aspects of 

morality, (e.g. moral judgment and reasoning) also play important roles in formation of moral character 

and moral behavior in addition to empathy and moral identity (Darnell et al., 2022). Thus, to understand 

the association between purpose and morality in a comprehensive and holistic manner, moral reasoning 

should also be examined. 

Hence, in this study, I intend to explore the relationship between moral psychological indicators, 

purpose, and the subcomponents of purpose through a data-driven approach. To assess multifaceted 

general purpose, I employ the Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS) (see Bronk et al. [2018] for the full scale). I 

decided to use the CPS since it was developed to measure general purpose, which is not necessarily 

limited within moral domains. Unlike previous studies that examined the relationship between purpose 

and moral development while focusing on civic purpose (e.g., Han et al., 2021; Han & Dawson, 2021; 

Malin, Han, et al., 2017), use of the CPS would allow me to examine general purpose addressing diverse 

domains and contexts related to human flourishing in general. In addition, given that the CPS is a 

quantitative measure for purpose, it would be possible to treat purpose development as a continuous 

process. In fact, most of the previous studies that examined the aforementioned relationship treated 

(civic) purpose as a categorical variable (e.g., Malin et al., 2015); such an approach might not be ideal for 

quantitative investigation of purpose development. 

Furthermore, I also examine moral psychological indicators in a more comprehensive manner by 

testing their moral reasoning development with the Behavioral Defining Issues Test (bDIT) in addition to 

empathy and moral identity (Choi et al., 2019; Han, Dawson, Thoma, et al., 2020). In terms of the 

analytic method, I use a data-driven method, Bayesian Model Selection, to explore the relationship of 
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interest (Bergh et al., 2021; Dawson et al., 2021). The conventional frequentist approach using p-values 

is not suitable to searching for the best prediction model (Wagenmakers, Marsman, et al., 2018). First, 

p-values can only demonstrate whether a specific null hypothesis regarding absence of a significant 

effect should be rejected; they are not able to tell us anything about whether an alternative hypothesis, 

in which we are primarily interested, is supported by data (Wagenmakers, Love, et al., 2018). Second, in 

the case of model exploration, the conventional approach is primarily suitable for examining one specific 

model instead of exploring the best model among multiple candidates (Raftery, 1995). Thus, I employ 

the Bayesian method to explore the best model explaining the relationship among all possible candidate 

models.  

Methods 

Participants 

In the present study, a total of 1,079 undergraduate students (86.10% female) at a public 

university located in the Southern United States were recruited. Thea adequacy of the sample size for 

sufficient statistical power was examined with Bayes Factors (BF) resulting from Bayesian analysis, which 

indicate extent in which a tested hypothesis is supported by evidence (Wagenmakers, Marsman, et al., 

2018), following the Bayesian Stopping Rule (Rouder, 2014). I assumed a BF that was sufficient to 

support a hypothesis of interest (e.g., at least BF ≥ 3 indicating presence of positive evidence) as an 

indication of a sufficient sample size (Kass & Raftery, 1995). The average age of the participants was 

22.04 years (SD: 6.04 years). All participants were recruited via the Education Research Subject Pool. 

Once they completed the study, they were provided with a course credit as compensation. The current 

research project was reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of 

Alabama (IRB protocol ID: 18-12-1842). All participants provided informed consent to participate in the 

study. 
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Measures 

Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS) 

I employed the CPS to assess participants’ purpose (Bronk et al., 2018). The CPS was designed to 

assess three subcomponents of purpose, meaning, goal, and BTS motivation, with twelve items (four 

items per subcomponent). The first dimension, meaning, is about the extent to which participants feel 

personal meaningfulness in their life (sample item: “How clear is your sense of purpose in your life?”). 

The goal dimension is about the extent to which participants are goal oriented and committed to the 

goal (sample item: “How hard are you working to make your long-term aims a reality?”). The last 

dimension, BTS motivation is related to whether participants have beyond-the-self-motives or self-

oriented motives (sample item: “How often do you hope to leave the world better than you found it?”). 

Responses were anchored to seven-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). For 

each subscale and the overall purpose, we used a mean score for further analyses. 

Given the higher-order factor model has been validated in a previous study (Bronk et al., 2018), I 

calculated four mean scores (i.e., the overall CPS, meaning, goal, BTS motivation scores) for further 

analyses. The overall CPS score was calculated with all twelve items, while each subscale score 

calculated with three items assigned to the subscale. In the present study, the CPS demonstrated good 

to excellent internal consistency in all dimensions, α = .90, .90, .90, .88, for the overall CPS, meaning, 

goal, and BTS motivation subcomponents, respectively. 

Since the CPS has been recently developed and relatively fewer validation studies have been 

conducted compared with the other measures, I performed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test its 

measurement model. When the model proposed by Bronk et al. (2018), which includes the three 

subscales and the overall CPS factor, was tested, good model fit indicators were reported, RMSEA 

= .043, SRMR = .028, CFI = .953 (see Hu and Bentler [1999] for model fit criteria). 
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In addition, because significantly fewer male participants were recruited in the present study, 

whether the CPS assesses purpose across male and female participants in a consistent manner may also 

need to be examined. Thus, I performed measurement invariance test following Putnick and Bornstein 

(2016). Via multigroup CFA, I examined whether scalar invariance, which assumes equal factor loadings 

and intercepts across two different groups, was successfully achieved (see Han, Dawson, and Choi  

[2022] and Putnick and Bornstein [2016] for evaluation criteria used in the present study). First, when 

configural invariance, which only assumes the equal measurement model, was tested, good model fit 

indicators were reported, RMSEA = .043, SRMR = .028, CFI = .950. Second, the CPS also successfully 

achieved metric invariance, which additionally assumes the equal factor loadings, RMSEA = .026, SRMR 

= .030, CFI = .980, ΔRMSEA = -.017, ΔSRMR = .001, ΔCFI = .030. Finally, scalar invariance was also 

successfully reported, RMSEA = .026, SRMR = .030, CFI = .978, ΔRMSEA = .000, ΔSRMR = .000, ΔCFI = 

-.001. This measurement invariance test result suggests that the CPS measures purpose across male and 

female participants in a consistent and equal manner.  

Behavioral Defining Issues Test (bDIT) 

The bDIT was employed to assess participants’ development of moral reasoning, 

postconventional moral reasoning in particular (Choi et al., 2019; Han, Dawson, Thoma, et al., 2020). 

This test was developed to examine to what extent participants utilize postconventional reasoning, 

instead of reasoning based on personal interests or social norms and conventions. The lowest level, the 

personal-interest level, is associated with a tendency to prioritize participants’ own interest or 

relationship while addressing a given moral dilemma. The maintaining norms level is related to 

participants’ intent to prioritize keeping social norms and orders. The highest level, the postconventional 

level, is associated with participants’ tendency to reconsider existing laws and norms based on moral 

principles in a reflective and deliberative manner. According to the Neo-Kohlbergian theory, which 
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addresses the developmental model of moral reasoning, use of postconventional reasoning is required 

to make sophisticated moral judgment and it predicts moral motivation and behavior (Thoma, 2014).   

The bDIT presented three moral dilemmas (i.e., Heinz and Drug, Escaped Prisoner, Newspaper) 

and requests participants to choose what is the most important moral philosophical rationale while 

addressing the presented moral dilemmas. In this process, participants were requested to answer eight 

questions for each dilemma. In each question, three options representing three moral philosophical 

rationale of judgment based on three difference developmental levels were presented: the personal-

interest, maintaining norms, and postconventional levels. Participants were asked to choose which 

option was most important while solving the presented dilemma. As a result, a total of 24 questions 

were presented throughout the test. I calculated a P-score, the likelihood of utilization of 

postconventional reasoning, which ranged from 0% to 100%, as follows: 

𝑃 = 	
#	𝑜𝑓	𝑝𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙	𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑠𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔	𝑜𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛	𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛	

24	𝑞𝑢𝑒𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠
× 100(%) 

 

The validity of the bDIT was confirmed based on the item response theory (Choi et al., 2019). In 

the present study, the bDIT demonstrated good internal consistency, α = .80. 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) 

I employed the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) to assess participants’ empathy with multiple 

subscales (Davis, 1983). The IRI was designed to measure empathy with multiple dimensions (e.g., 

personal distress, emphatic concern, perspective taking). I only used two of these subscales, empathic 

concern and perspective taking, because they are closely associated with morality. Previous studies have 

reported that personal distress, an ability to copy another person’s pain and distress, does not 

necessarily promote appropriate moral behavior to solve the source of the pain and distress (Decety & 

Cowell, 2014). Instead, Decety and Cowell (2014) have proposed that empathic concern, a concern 



RUNNING HEAD: PURPOSE AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT  10 

about another person’s wellbeing, and perspective taking, an ability to take another person’s 

perspective to solve a problem, are fundamental in moral functioning. 

Both empathic concern (e.g., “I often have tender, concerned feelings for other people less 

fortunate than me”) and perspective taking (e.g., “I try to look at everybody's side of a disagreement 

before I make a decision”) subscales were measured with seven items. Responses were anchored to a 

five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). Given the measurement model was 

tested and validated in the previous study (Davis, 1983), I used a mean score for each scale for further 

analyses. Both subscales reported good internal consistency, α = .74 .72 for emphatic concern and 

perspective taking subscales respectively. 

Moral Identity Scale (MIS) 

I used the Moral Identity Scale (MIS) to examine participants’ moral identity. The MIS was 

designed to measure two different subscales of moral identity, moral internalization and symbolization 

(Aquino & Reed, 2002). Moral internalization is about to what extent moral values are central to 

participants’ self-identity. Moral symbolization is related to whether expressing and symbolizing moral 

values in social contexts is regarded to be important to oneself. The MIS begins with listing moral values 

(e.g., caring, compassionate, fair) and then presents participants with items. Five items were used to 

examine moral internalization, (e.g., “It would make me feel good to be a person who has these 

characteristics.”) Then, six items were presented to measure moral symbolization, (e.g., “I often buy 

products that communicate the fact that I have these characteristics.”) Responses were anchored to 

five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). 

The two-factor model has been validated in the present study (Aquino & Reed, 2002). So, I 

calculated the mean score for each subscale for further analyses. In the present study, the MIS showed 

good consistency, α = .81 and .85 for the internalization and symbolization subscales, respectively. 
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Analysis Plan 

All data and source code files are available via the Open Science Framework: 

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/6VUK3.  

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis 

I examined the descriptive statistics of variables of interest including the CPS, bDIT, MIS, and IRI. 

Moreover, Bayesian correlation analysis was conducted to explore the relationship between the 

variables. Presence of significant correlation was tested with BFs. I assumed that BF ≥ 3, ≥ 10, and ≥ 100 

indicate presence of positive, strong, and very strong evidence supporting significant non-zero 

correlation, respectively (Kass & Raftery, 1995).  

Bayesian Model Selection 

To explore which regression model was the best one among all possible combinations of 

candidate predictors, I conducted Bayesian Model Selection with generalTestBF function implemented 

in BayesFactor package (Morey et al., 2018). Bayesian Model Selection was conducted for four 

dependent variables of interest (i.e., the overall CPS, meaning, goal, BTS motivation scores). For each 

dependent variable, five candidate predictors were examined: the bDIT P-score, moral internalization, 

moral symbolization, empathic concern, and perspective taking. In addition to these variables, 

demographic variables that were found to be closely associated with moral functioning (i.e., sex, age, 

religion, political affiliation) (Han, Dawson, & Choi, 2022; Kracher et al., 2002), were considered during 

the selection process. Once all candidate models were examined, I selected the model demonstrating 

the highest model BF value, which indicates the extent to which the examined model is better 

supported by evidence than the null model. 

Once the best model was identified, I conducted Bayesian regression with the model to examine 

whether the included predictors were significantly positive. To conduct Bayesian regression, I employed 

brms package (Bürkner, 2017). Regression analysis was performed while including the identified 
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predictors as well as the demographic factors in the model. All the variables excluding categorial ones 

were standardized for better convergence and interpretation. I used the default Cauchy priors, Cauchy 

(0, 1), following Rouder and Morey (2012). Significance of predictors was examined with BFs. Following 

Kass and Raftery (1995), I used that BF ≥ 3, 10, and 100 for thresholds for positive, strong, and very 

strong evidence supporting significant positive effects, respectively. I also examined the effect size of 

each predictor by estimating the median posterior η2. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis 

Descriptive statistics of each variable of interest (i.e., mean and standard deviation) are 

presented in Table 1. In the same table, the results from Bayesian correlation analysis are also reported. 

Furthermore, supplementary figures demonstrate the distributions of CPS and predictor scores in 

histograms. 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Bayesian Correlation 

  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. CPS overall 3.86 .65 - 
       

2. CPS meaning 3.56 .90 .82*** - 
      

3. CPS goal 3.96 .74 .83*** .53*** - 
     

4. CPS BTS motivation 4.07 .77 .78*** .41** .53*** - 
    

5. bDIT P-score 52.24 21.89 .10 .01 .10 .18** - 
   

6. Moral internalization 4.5 .70 .25** .11* .24** .28** .29** - 
  

7. Moral symbolization 3.37 .86 .31** .25** .24** .27** -.07 .10 - 
 

8. Empathic concern 3.95 .65 .28** .11* .22** .36** .21** .47*** .12* - 

9. Perspective taking 3.66 .63 .28** .14* .23** .31** .22** .29** .13* .54*** 

Note. *: BF ≥ 3 (positive evidence). **: BF ≥ 10 (strong evidence). ***: BF ≥ 100 (very strong evidence). 
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Bayesian Model Selection 

The results of Bayesian Model Selection and regression are presented in Table 2. Evidence 

strongly supported the identified best models compared with the null model in all cases (BF ≥ 10). The 

best prediction model for the overall CPS included moral internalization, empathic concern, and 

perspective taking as predictors. Meaning was best predicted only by perspective taking. The best model 

predicting goal included moral internalization and perspective taking. BTS motivation was best predicted 

by the bDIT P-score, moral internalization, empathic concern, and perspective taking. All the selected 

predictors were found to be strongly supported by evidence (BFs ≥ 10). 

Table 2 

Results from Bayesian Model Selection and Regression Analysis 

  CPS overall Meaning Goal BTS motivation 

  

β 

(median) SE η2 BF 

β 

(median) SE η2 BF 

β 

(median) SE η2 BF 

β 

(median) SE η2 BF 

bDIT P-score 
            

.07 .03 .04 87.99 

Moral internalization .13 .03 .02 1999.00 
    

.04 .03 .01 11.86 .11 .03 .01 1332.33 

Moral symbolization 
                

Empathic concern .09 .04 .09 209.53 
        

.19 .04 .12 Infinite 

Perspective taking .17 .03 .02 Infinite .12 .03 .02 Infinite .11 .03 .02 3999.00 .15 .03 .02 Infinite 

Model BF (vs. null) 7.15x1026 5.31x109 2.58x1017 7.69x1033 

Note. For each dependent variable, only the predictors that were included in the best model were 

reported in this table. 

Discussion 

In the present study, I explored the relationship between purpose and its subcomponents, 

meaning, goal, and BTS motivation, and moral psychological indicators, moral reasoning, moral identity, 

and empathy. To achieve this goal, I employed Bayesian methods that enabled data-driven exploration 

of best prediction models. The general purpose, which was quantified by the overall CPS, was best 

predicted by moral internalization, empathic concern, and perspective taking. BTS motivation was best 
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predicted by the aforementioned predictors as well as postconventional moral reasoning. Interestingly, 

meaning was simply predicted by perspective taking while goal was predicted by moral internalization 

and perspective taking. Moral symbolization was not included in any best model. 

I found that the overall purpose was predicted by moral internalization and empathy; moral 

reasoning and symbolization were not selected as best predictors. This result is consistent with what 

have been reported in the previous purpose studies. As mentioned earlier, formation and development 

of purpose requires strong moral identity as well as empathy that enable an individual to engage in 

meaningful activity, which serves beyond-the-self beings, in a long-term (Malin, 2021; Malin et al., 

2014).  

Interestingly, moral reasoning was not significantly associated with general purpose. Colby and 

Damon (1982) reported that among moral exemplars, who implement moral purposes in the lives, some 

do not demonstrate sophisticated moral reasoning, postconventional moral reasoning (Colby & Damon, 

1992). Instead, strong moral identity and empathy motivated the moral exemplars to help 

disadvantaged others. Perhaps, moral reasoning is more about philosophical considerations on moral 

matters, so it might be less required to generate in concrete purposes compared to identity and 

empathy. Also, moral symbolization was not significantly related to general purpose. Moral 

symbolization is primarily about whether moral values are important in symbolizing and expressing 

oneself; compared with moral internalization, it is less about to what extent moral values are central to 

and integrated into individuals’ self-identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Hence, internal integration of moral 

values into individuals’ self-identity, moral internalization, might be closely associated with goal 

identification and motivation to help others (Reed & Aquino, 2003). In fact, previous studies have 

reported that successful internalization of moral values were required for possession of meaning (Han et 

al., 2019) and maintaining political and civic purpose (Han et al., 2021; Han & Dawson, 2021) among 

young adults experiencing significant transitions. 
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Among three subcomponents of purpose, BTS motivation was most strongly associated with 

moral psychological indicators, including postconventional moral reasoning. It would be plausible that 

the most moral psychological indicators were associated with BTS motivation as it is directly related to 

whether individuals’ purpose is intended to serve beyond-the-self or oneself (Quinn, 2017). One 

interesting point is that unlike other dependent variables, BTS motivation was also significantly 

predicted by postconventional moral reasoning. According to the Neo-Kohlbergian model, 

postconventional moral reasoning is based on an ability to consider diverse perspectives involving moral 

matters, which exist beyond individuals’ self-interest or socio-cultural norms (Thoma, 2014). Presence of 

postconventional moral reasoning enables individuals to evaluate their own interest as well as existing 

social conventions in a reflective and deliberative manner so that they can take into account more 

diverse values and others’ wellbeing (Glover et al., 2014). Hence, postconventional moral reasoning 

would be significantly associated with BTS motivation unlike other subcomponents of purpose, which is 

seemingly more related to individuals’ meaning and goal rather than moral matters and others’ welfare. 

Other investigators have proposed that examining the nature of moral versus ignoble purpose 

should be done (Mariano & Vaillant, 2012). Perhaps, the present study may provide some insights to 

researchers who are interested in the aforementioned point. Given that genuine purpose, including 

both general and moral purpose, requires BTS motivation as a necessary condition (Quinn, 2017), the 

findings from the present study suggest that moral functioning, including moral reasoning, moral 

identity, and empathy, is closely tied to purpose. Although we may imagine several purposes that may 

seem to be independent from morality, or even anti-moral, we may consider that morality makes 

purpose stronger and more genuine (Moran, 2009; Quinn, 2017). 

The findings from the present study may inform researchers in the field of moral and positive 

psychology who are interested in how morality can contribute to human flourishing. Particularly the 

point that moral psychological indicators significantly predict purpose, may support moral philosophical 
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accounts claimed by virtue ethicists (Snow, 2008). According to virtue ethicists, to achieve authentic 

happiness as a flourishing human being, individuals should internalize moral virtues and cultivate 

wisdom (Kristjánsson, 2013). Purpose can be considered an indicator of (Diener et al., 2010) as well as a 

virtue for flourishing (Han, 2015). In addition, if purpose is predicted by moral functioning, then it would 

be plausible to assume that developed moral functioning can also contribute to flourishing at the end. 

However, it is impossible to demonstrate any causal relationship with the current cross-cultural dataset. 

Nonetheless, the findings suggest that diverse aspects of moral functioning, including moral reasoning, 

moral identity, and empathy, which have been proposed as central necessary components for moral 

motivation and behavior (Darnell et al., 2022), could not be completely separated from purpose and 

flourishing. As such, moral and positive psychologists, particularly those interested in flourishing and 

eudemonic wellbeing, may need to pay more attention to morality and its development to be able to 

understand the big picture of positive youth development better. 

Limitations  

Although the present study may contribute to expanding existing literature related to moral 

psychology and positive psychology with additional evidence from data-driven analysis, several 

limitations may warrant further investigation. We may start with discussing several limitations regarding 

the methodology. First, although I examine the psychological nature of the moral aspects of purpose, 

antimoral or ignoble purpose, which is a potential issue in research on purpose, has not been studied in 

the present study. Second, among various moral psychological indicators, only moral reasoning, moral 

motivation, and empathy were considered in the present study. In fact, the aforementioned indicators 

embrace central components of moral functioning proposed by moral philosophers (Darnell et al., 

2022). However, additional moral psychological indicators, which address diverse aspects of human 

morality (e.g., moral competence [Lind, 2008], moral growth mindset [Han, Dawson, Choi, et al., 2020]), 
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need to be assessed in the future studies for a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship 

between morality and purpose. 

In addition to the aforementioned methodological limitations, it would also be necessary to 

consider other potential limitations based on the analysis. First, the fact that there were significantly 

fewer male participants (13.90%) than female participants (86.10%) can be a significant concern. 

Although I was able to demonstrate that the CPS assessed purpose in a consistent manner across the 

different groups, findings from the present study may not be perfectly generalized among male 

populations. Second, the significant amount of variance shared among predictors and dependent 

variables (see Table 1) should also be considered carefully. Because I focused on identification of best 

regression models and predictors (i.e., model selection) in the present study only a limited number of 

predictors was selected for each best model. Thus, potential effects from the excluded predictors, which 

were also significantly associated with included predictors and dependent variables, could not be well 

examined. Perhaps Bayesian Model Averaging, which enables averaging multiple candidate models to 

consider more predictors in an inclusive manner from the Bayesian perspective (Han, Dawson, Walker, 

et al., 2022; Hoeting et al., 1999), can be employed to address this limitation in future studies for the 

purposes of accurate model estimation rather than model selection. 

Concluding Remarks 

In the present study, I demonstrated that moral functioning indicators (i.e., moral reasoning, 

moral identity, empathy) significantly predicted purpose as measured by the CPS. I employed Bayesian 

model selection to explore the best predictors and prediction models for the CPS and its subscales in a 

data-driven manner. From a theoretical standpoint, the present study may inform researchers who are 

interested in moral and positive development, including the development of moral motivation and 

behavior. Researchers can examine how morality and purpose promote each other’s development in the 

lifespan (Damon & Malin, 2020). It would also be possible to examine whether noble purpose, which is 
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supported by moral values (Damon, 2003), can be developed and sustained better than ignoble purpose, 

which is based on anti-moral or anti-social intent, commitment, and motivation (Mariano & Vaillant, 

2012).  

Furthermore, the present study has a significant methodological implication. By employing a 

data-driven model exploration method, it was possible to examine which predictors should be included 

in the best prediction models compared to all possible candidate models (Raftery, 1995). Researchers 

who intend to build a prediction or explanation model with data could use the Bayesian method. Such a 

model developed through the Bayesian Model Selection procedure employed in the present study may 

further inform future studies by providing insights for study design as well as hypothesis building 

(Mazzocchi, 2015). 

Data Availability Statement 

The data that support the findings of this study are openly available in the Open Science 

Framework at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/6VUK3. 
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Supplementary Figures 

Figure S1 

Histogram of CPS overall 
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Figure S2 

Histogram of CPS meaning 
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Figure S3 

Histogram of CPS goal 
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Figure S4 

Histogram of CPS BTS motivation 
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Figure S5 

Histogram of bDIT P-score 

 



RUNNING HEAD: PURPOSE AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT  31 

Figure S6 

Histogram of moral internalization 
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Figure S7  

Histogram of moral symbolization 
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Figure S8 

Histogram of empathic concern 
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Figure S9 

Histogram of perspective taking 

 

 


