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Abstract The present study was based on two theoretical conceptions—Deci and Ryan’s

self-determination theory and its characteristic approach to values, and the conception of

meaning in life derived from the Logotherapy of Frankl. The aim of the study was to verify

the thesis that values realized in personal strivings play a significant role in experiencing

meaning in life. The study was also designed to explore the relationships between types of

motivation and meaning in life. A semi-open method was used to study values and striving

motivations, one based on the Personal Striving Assessment by Emmons and the Purpose in

Life Test by Maholick and Crumbaugh. The sample comprised 353 students of Wrocław-

based universities (159 women and 194 men). The findings of this study demonstrated that

meaning in life is related to motivation as well as to certain values that participants reported

as realized in their personal strivings. Predictors of meaning in life were the value of

financial success for men, and the value of intimacy/friendship for women. Another pre-

dictor of meaning for both groups was external motivation. Further interesting results

discussed in this paper were obtained by comparing individuals with low and those with

high levels of meaning in life. The latter group was found to attribute greater importance to

autonomous motivation and to attach greater meaning to their everyday strivings by asso-

ciating them more closely with both intrinsic and extrinsic values.
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1 Introduction

The need for meaning in life, which attains its existential significance in adolescence and

the stages of human development that follow it, is strongly related to developing self-

identity, searching for one’s place in the world, and taking up specific social roles.
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Achieving meaning in life is doubtless related to performing goal-oriented activities

(e.g. Ryff and Singer 1998a, b; Emmons 2003a, b). Cognitively oriented researchers (e.g.

Bandura 1996) point out that developing meaning in life is influenced more by the process

of setting, achieving, and possibly also evaluating one’s goals than by the fact of these

goals’ being tied to any specific values.

In contrast, others claim the need for meaning in life is best satisfied by distinguishing

an actual intention for action, that is, its overriding reason associated with specific values.

This relationship is emphasized by existential and humanistic psychologists, as well as

those applying self-determination theory (SDT; Frankl 1959/2006; Maslow 1962; Emmons

2003a; Straś-Romanowska 2005; Weinstein et al. 2012).

1.1 Meaning in Life and Values

According to Frankl, the precursor of exploring and studying meaning in life, the essence

of human existence manifests itself in taking on responsibility and living one’s life in

freedom and consistently with one’s values. Correspondingly, he believed the sense of

feeling lost was the source of a wide range of problems, including addictions, depression,

aggression, and neurosis. Thus, the sense of disorientation and lack of meaning in life

results from peoples’ downplaying the importance of spiritual life and their preference for

‘‘having’’ over ‘‘being’’ (Frankl 1978, 1959/2006).

In line with the assumptions of Logotherapy, an individual who has attained meaning in

life is capable of living a richly satisfying, purposeful, and fulfilling life, an aspect pointed

out by several other researchers as well (see Ryff and Singer 1998a, b; Emmons 2003b).

However, when writing about a fulfilling life, Frankl does not necessarily mean a

pleasant one. As he points out, people find meaning in life also in difficult circumstances

accompanied by distress and negative affect, and where many of their basic needs remain

unfulfilled. This is because even in the time of hardship, struggle, and extreme danger one

may retain meaning in life by clinging to universal values, such as love and relationships

with the loved ones (Frankl 1959/2006), an observation also made by others who explore

the subject of meaning in life (e.g. Reker 2000).

It is perhaps for the reason that meaning in life does not always go hand in hand with

pleasure that researchers exhibiting a hedonistic orientation rarely perceive this variable as

an indicator of a fulfilling life. Conversely, Frankl’s perspective on meaning in life and

values appears congruent with the view of well-being derived from eudaimonia, which puts

emphasis on searching for one’s own true self and attaining fulfillment by acting in

accordance with one’s authentic, if often limited, capabilities (Waterman 1993). Impor-

tantly, living by one’s values and searching for happiness does not necessarily run contrary

to experiencing pleasure and joy, a thesis empirically supported by the results of an

interesting study by Huta (2012). The researcher found the children whose parents cher-

ished values and strove for happiness derived from eudaimonia to also express such

attitudes in their lives. Furthermore, those children derived their happiness from both

eudaimonia and hedonia, which made them stand in clear contrast to the children whose

parents role modeled only hedonia, making them capable of deriving well-being from that

one source only. Therefore, meaning in life and its underlying values appear to form a

strong foundation for human happiness in its broad, eudaimonic meaning. Numerous

researchers rank meaning in life among the key aspects of well-being (e.g. Ryff and Singer

2006; Seligman 2011; King et al. 2006; de Muijnck 2013). Also within SDT, which served

as the theoretical framework for this study, suggestions can be found that meaning in life

be treated as an important indicator of eudaimonic well-being (Weinstein et al. 2012). In
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line with such a eudaimonic outlook on well-being, we regard meaning in life to be a vital

element making up human happiness.

When writing about meaning in life and well-being it is also worth mentioning a recent

study by Cohen and Cairns (2012), who advocate a distinction between the two terms of

‘‘having meaning in life’’ and ‘‘searching for meaning in life’’. The researchers suggest that

the latter is accompanied by tension and distress that reduce an individual’s well-being.

Conversely, finding meaning in one’s current life and developing it further (having

meaning in life), increases one’s sense of happiness and satisfaction. However, in the

mentioned aspects, and their connections with well being, there are significant cultural

differences (e.g. Steger et al. 2008; Kossakowska et al. 2013).

In this work, as in the presented study, meaning in life is perceived in the context of

personal strivings. Emmons (1986) defines personal strivings as everyday endeavors:

behavior aimed at attaining important long-term goals. Research on personal strivings has

traditionally had an open formula, in which participants independently make a list of their

strivings by determining and writing them down. The two constructs that are similar to

personal strivings are personal projects (e.g. Little 1983) and life tasks (Cantor et al. 1991).

Personal strivings can be more general, e.g. ‘‘I try to make other people happy’’, as well as

more precise, e.g. ‘‘I try to read interesting books every day’’. They can also be analyzed in

a variety of ways, one of which involves analyzing the motivations these strivings stem

from, while another focuses on analyzing the values which the strivings help individuals to

realize. Both of these ways were employed in our study.

In this paper, values are understood in line with the definition proposed by Kasser and

Ryan (1993, 1996), who distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic values. This distinction

was made based on Fromm’s reflections on the values revolving around the conflict of

having versuss being, on a host of theories by Rogers and Maslow, and on SDT (Kasser

and Ryan 1996). Intrinsic values include those conducive to fulfilling basic psychological

needs (autonomy, relatedness, and competence), higher personality integration, and

improving the well-being of the individual (Kasser and Ryan 1993, 1996; Sheldon and

Kasser 2000; Kasser and Ahuvia 2002; Martos and Kopp 2012); these are: emotional

intimacy and friendship, self-acceptance and personal growth, and community contribu-

tion. In turn, extrinsic values include: money and financial success, popularity/recognition,

and physical appearance. The fulfillment of the extrinsic values is usually motivated by the

desire for material rewards or building one’s self-esteem based on the favorable opinions

and admiration of others (Sheldon and Kasser 2000). Such a motivation is not conducive to

fulfilling the innate psychological needs of human beings.

The division into intrinsic and extrinsic values is also characteristic of the perception of

values under SDT. It is a reflection of an important thesis that a healthy and fulfilling

functioning of a human being does not only consist in setting and effectively pursuing

one’s goals, but also takes account of the content and the underpinning values of these

strivings. In other words, it is also crucial what constitutes the driving force behind peo-

ple’s strivings. This perspective is supported by a wealth of research on the relationships

between broadly defined well-being (vitality, life satisfaction, depression, affect, self-

actualization, and physical symptoms) and values (Sheldon and Kasser 1995, 1998, 2000;

Sheldon et al. 2004). Valuing money, popularity, or physical appearance over other

strivings has been found to be negatively correlated with health, vitality, and broadly

conceived well-being, an effect observed across many countries and cultures (e.g. Sch-

muck and Kasser 2000; Martos and Kopp 2012; Ryan et al. 1999; Kokonyei et al. 2008).

Apart from the results of correlation studies, also available are findings of several

experiments that confirm the discussed relationship. For instance, a meta-analysis
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conducted by Kasser (2013) shows a negative relationship between materialistic values and

well-being to be most pronounced in the citizens of wealthy countries, and relatively

weaker in individuals living in less developed countries.

The results mentioned above cannot be interpreted as an explicit proof for a relationship

between values and meaning in life. There are several points of similarity between our

study and those of Sheldon and Kasser (1995), and Sheldon et al. (2004), which inspired

our work, and include a focus on the relationships between motives, values and well-being,

as well as making use of Emmons’ procedure for assessing personal strivings. These

similarities allowed us to compare the findings across all these the studies with respect to

the motives-values relationships (the results of this comparison are given in the Prelimi-

nary Analyses section below).

In contrast, a significant difference between the present work and the studies mentioned

above is that whereas others concentrated on a broadly defined well-being (without taking

account of meaning in life as an aspect of well-being), we focused on values and motives

with a view to finding among them the predictors of meaning in life.

Another important difference lies in the sample: here, we studied a cohort of Polish

students, who differ from their American counterparts owing to cultural and socioeco-

nomic factors.

By incorporating meaning in life, our work goes beyond the framework of SDT-based

study of values, where only a percentage of work focuses on meaning in life, such as the

study by Martos and Kopp (2012). However, also this work lends itself to no direct

analogy, as the researchers explored values in aspirations, rather than in personal strivings.

In line with their authors’ expectations, the studies mentioned above demonstrated

intrinsic aspirations,1 as opposed to extrinsic ones, to be a better predictor of meaning in

life. In turn, Weinstein et al. (2012) took a more detailed approach to meaning in life by

employing a number of additional variables, such as will to meaning, seeking meaning, and

experiencing meaning. Their results demonstrated individuals with strong intrinsic aspi-

rations to desire, seek, and experience meaning in a considerably more intense way than

those who prioritize extrinsic aspirations. This can be seen as yet another argument sup-

porting the observation that the content of personal strivings and their connection with

certain values may be a significant correlate of meaning in life, even though the authors of

the above-mentioned study admit their endeavor is of an exploratory character and, such

as, requires further verification.

A vast majority of the studies mentioned above present findings obtained for highly

developed and wealthy countries, where the perception of values, in particular those related

to material goods, may be different from the one prevailing in less affluent countries.

Moreover, those studies focused mainly on life aspirations, while the present study takes

personal strivings as its point of departure toward the reflection on the values these

1 Both intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations, and intrinsic and extrinsic values are very similar constructs.
Intrinsic aspirations are certain life goals that reflect a number of values, such as relationships with others,
personal development, and contribution to community life. Likewise, extrinsic aspirations reflect extrinsic
values: popularity, money, and physical appearance. The difference between the aspirations and values,
then, lies in how they are studied. Aspirations are tested by using the Aspiration Index (Kasser and Ryan
1996), in which participants respond to a set of 35 life goals (e.g. ‘‘To keep up with fashions in hair and
clothing’’, ‘‘To have my name appear frequently in the media’’) by grading, on a 7-point scale, the
importance of each goal, the likelihood that it will be attained, and the current level of attainment of each
goal. In contrast, the study of values is performed by analyzing individuals’ personal strivings: study
participants are first asked to individually make a list of their strivings (i.e. some sort of goals) and then to
analyze the extent to which these strivings help them fulfill a set of values proposed and described by the
researcher (from a prepared list of values).
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strivings help individuals to realize. For these reasons, exploring the relationship between

the values realized in everyday personal strivings and meaning in life in a sample of young

Poles offers an interesting scientific challenge, one that can be addressed to help fill the

gaps in the current state of knowledge in the field.

1.2 Motivation as the Prerequisite for Meaning in Life

Under SDT, environments that facilitate the fulfillment of the three basic psychological

needs (autonomy, relatedness, and competence) are also conducive to developing and

strengthening autonomus motivation in individuals who function in those environments

(Ryan and Deci 2000). The behavior and strivings of intrinsically motivated individuals are

directed by their interest, curiosity, and pleasure. Individuals whose behavior is a result of

autonomous motivation—hence, it is mainly underpinned by intrinsic motivation and

identification (when the action is accepted or regarded as personally important)—are more

willing to explore and are characterized by greater vitality, creativity, as well as better

health (Sheldon 1995; Sheldon et al. 1996; Reis et al. 2000; Deci et al. 2001; Patrick et al.

2007). In other words, such people display a more active attitude toward the world around

them. The more individuals are subjected to autonomous motivation the more they act in

accordance with their beliefs and values, also exhibiting higher levels of coherence

(Weinstein et al. 2012). In sum, intrinsic motivation and identification are conducive to

greater exploration, self-awareness, and integration of an individual, making these motives

a likely foundation for creating one’s meaning in life (Weinstein et al. 2012).

Several empirical premises suggest that Weinstein et al.’s theoretical assumptions

concerning the relationships between motivation and meaning in life may find confirmation

in research. One of these assumptions is the research conducted by Allport and Ross

(1967), in which individuals with an intrinsic orientation toward religiosity (which cor-

responded to autonomous motivation) were found to be characterized by higher meaning in

life. Another, the latest study by Bailey and Phillips (2015), where it was shown that

intrinsic motivation is associated with the presence of meaning.

The research under SDT to date suggests that the basic psychological needs are conducive

to the development of intrinsic motivation and a higher meaning in life (Weinstein et al.

2012). As of yet, there is little clarity as to how the relationship between these three variables

works. Autonomous motivation could perhaps serve as a mediator between fulfilling the basic

psychological needs and achieving meaning in life.

For reasons of limited space, we have chosen to explore here only a fragment of this

relationship, one concerning different motives and meaning in life. Of course, the rela-

tionship in its entirety deserves a comprehensive analysis, a path that we intend to follow in

future research. Except for the examples provided above, researchers only infrequently

focus their attention on exploring motivation and meaning life, even though the relation-

ship of these variables is an interesting direction of research with sound theoretical basis.

1.3 The Present Study

The main aim of the present study was to test the hypothesis that values realized in

personal strivings could play a significant role in experiencing meaning in life. Although

the body of research reviewed above does not supply a satisfactory answer to the question

of what kind of relationships exist between the values that young people realize in their

personal strivings and their meaning in life, it has nevertheless helped us to give shape to

our hypothesis:
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H1 Realizing intrinsic values in personal strivings is positively related to meaning in life.

As we intended to conduct a correlative study, we asked additional research questions to

determine the direction of this relationship: Which of the values realized in personal

strivings are the best predictors of meaning in life?; and do individuals with high meaning

in life differ from those with low meaning in their perception of intrinsic and extrinsic

values associated with personal strivings?

The second aim of the study was to explore the relationship between the types of

motivation and meaning in life. In line with the theoretical assumptions, we proposed the

following hypotheses:

H2a Intrinsic motivation in personal strivings is positively related to meaning in life.

H2b External motivation is negatively related to meaning in life.

We also asked two additional questions: Which types of motivation in personal strivings

are good predictors of meaning in life?; and, do individuals with high meaning in life differ

from those with low meaning in their perception of the motivations underpinning self-

determination? One final issue we found worth investigating was whether the studied

relationships were different for the two sexes.

Looking for answers to these questions was preceded by an analysis of the relationships

between autonomous motivation and controlled motivation, and values. To the end of

obtaining a complete picture of the issue at hand, we hold such an analysis is significant, if

only auxiliary, as it makes it possible to find out whether autonomous motivation is related

more strongly to intrinsic or extrinsic values. According to some researchers, this may

serve as an indicator of personality coherence (Sheldon and Kasser 1995).

There are several reasons why we believe that exploring the relationships between

meaning in life and values, and meaning in life and motivations behind personal strivings

is a worthwhile and valid endeavor, reasons which also distinguish the present study from

the research reviewed above. First, we decided to give the study of personal strivings an

open form, making our study different from the majority of the already-mentioned research

projects, which focused mainly on well-being and life aspirations. As noted above, the

research on aspirations has so far been conducted by using closed questions. In contrast, by

using open questions we were able to obtain statements formulated in participants’ own

words, a quality which contributed to their greater authenticity, also rendering them ever

more useful for the investigation of values. Second, existing studies that include the

variable of meaning in life have so far been largely conducted on individuals inhabiting

well-developed countries. Conversely, the present study was carried out on a cohort of

young Polish adults, thus fulfilling the extant gap and allowing for further development in

the area of meaning in life, values, and motivations. Third, our study offered an oppor-

tunity to simultaneously investigate the relationships between meaning in life and values as

well as personal motivations.

2 Materials and Methods

2.1 Participants and Procedure

Approximately 390 students took part in the study, of which 353 participants, comprising 159

women (45 %) and 194 men (55 %), completed all the administered surveys correctly. The
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sample was selected by convenience, rather than randomly, although we strove to maintain a

balance between male and female participants, also trying to recruit students enrolled on a

variety of different courses in both human and technical sciences. The study was carried out in

Wrocław, a city in south-western Poland with several hundred thousand inhabitants. Par-

ticipants, aged between 18 and 25 (mean age was 21, SD = 1.75), were students at the

University of Wrocław enrolled on the courses of Polish Philology (7.6 %), Romance

Philology (10.2 %), History (6.5 %), Law and Administration (20 %), and Psychology and

Pedagogy (5 %); and at Wrocław University of Technology enrolled on Electronics and

Electrotechnics (6.5 %), Telecommunication and Computer Science (17 %), Control Engi-

neering and Robotics (10 %), and Architecture (9 %). In our sample, 8.2 % of participants

did not indicate their course of study. Studying was participants’ main activity.

Questionnaires were completed in groups of 5–25 people during participants’ classes,

with informed consent given both by each participant and the lecturers. The study, which

was carried out by trained experimenters and took around 45 min to complete, was fully

anonymous. Participants were not rewarded in any way for taking part in the study, for

example by receiving extra points or grades, although they were offered a chance to

receive the findings of this research by email several months after the study took place.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Meaning in Life

Meaning in life was measured by using The Purpose in Life Test (PIL) by Crumbaugh and

Maholick (1964), Crumbaugh (1968). A questionnaire used for assessing the level of

meaning in life by determining individuals’ subjective psychological state, the PIL is

currently in common use both in Poland and around the world (e.g. Cepuch et al. 2014;

Nygern et al. 2005; Brunelli et al. 2012; Schulenberg et al. 2011; Wu et al. 2013).

The scale was adapted to the Polish conditions by Płu _zek (Popielski 1987). It consists of

three parts, A, B, and C, with the latter two—which have a semi-open form of participants’

statements expressed in writing—being of a qualitative character and intended primarily

for individual therapeutic work. The original version of Part A consists of 20 bipolar

statements rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale, where 1 corresponds to statements

expressing low meaning in life (e.g. I usually feel really despondent), and 7—to opposite

statements, characteristic of high meaning (e.g. I usually feel enthusiastic and full of life).

By selecting the numbers from 1 to 3 participants showed that the statement reflecting low

meaning in life characterized them to a significant, moderate, or slight extent. In turn, by

selecting the numbers from 5 to 7 participants showed they agreed more with the statement

describing high meaning in life. Selecting the number 4 was a neutral choice indicating

participants’ lack of preference for either statement.

Despite its long tradition of use, the PIL has received only one Polish article with an

analysis of structure ( _Zycińska and Januszek 2011), one that in spite of meeting statistical

requirements also gives rise to difficulties related to its theoretical assumptions and

interpretation. For this reason, participants of the present study completed the PIL’s

original 20-item Part A, thus producing data for subsequent confirmatory factor analysis

that was carried out to test several models proposed by others (Shek 1988; McGregor and

Little 1998; Waisberg and Starr 1999; Morgan and Farsides 2009; _Zycińska and Januszek

2011). The results showed the best fit for the 10-item model by Morgan and Farsides

(2009), which was found to be the optimal one also by Schulenberg and Melton (2010). In
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this light, we decided to base further analyses solely on the 10 items distinguished by

Morgan and Farsides and to dispense with analyzing the remaining items of the original

PIL.

That being said, a point must be made of the PIL’s debatable validity, which has

attracted considerable criticism in the literature. Some researchers questioned whether the

tool does indeed measure meaning in life, as it produces results that are strongly dependent

on the measures of respondents’ mood, depression, and psychological distress (Dyck 1987;

Yalom 1980; Steger et al. 2006). These doubts will be addressed in the section with the

interpretation of our findings below.

The ten items included in Morgan and Farsides’ model form two factors (dimensions):

exciting life and purposeful life. The exciting life factor comprises 7 items (items 2, 5, 7,

10, 17, 18, and 19 in the original PIL), for example: I think that life: has always something

exciting to offer—is totally dull; My everyday tasks are: a source of fulfillment and

satisfaction—bothersome and a horrible ordeal. The purposeful life factor is composed of

3 items (original items 3, 8, and 20), for example: In pursuing my life goals: I’ve never

been really successful—I have always managed to satisfy my needs. Completing the 10

items produced a score ranging between 10 and 70, with the higher the score, the higher

level of one’s meaning in life. The two-factor model demonstrated satisfactory structure

consistency (GFI = .95, AGFI = .91, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .07) and Cronbach’s alpha

reliability (a = .81 for the subscale of exciting life, a = .73 for the subscale of purposeful

life, a = .87 for the whole 10-item PIL).

2.2.2 Personal Strivings

Personal strivings were measured by using Emmons’ Personal Strivings Assessment

(PSA), a tool for qualitative and quantitative analysis of personal strivings. In this method,

participants individually compose a list of several to about a dozen of personal strivings

and analyze them. The most popular and commonly used versions of the questionnaire

allow for analyzing the strivings in connection with participants’ appraisal of their

involvement in pursuing the goal, the difficulty in attaining it, its meaningfulness, the

reasons for pursuing it, and other attributes (Emmons 2003a).

In our study we decided to implement a part of Emmons’ (1986, 2003a) method in

conjunction with the ideas proposed by Sheldon and Kasser (1995, 1998, 2000) with

respect to Parts B and C of the questionnaire.

The original PSA was translated into Polish by three independent translators, producing

three Polish versions that were then translated back into English by a bilingual translator.

Those three English versions were then compared with the original tool. The most accurate

translations were chosen for each individual item and then compiled to form the final

Polish version of the PSA. The Polish instrument consisted of three parts, A, B, and C. In

completing Part A, participants were given a few minutes to reflect on and write down

eight strivings, that is, things which they tried to do in their everyday lives. Because a

percentage (19.55 %) of participants failed to produce 8 strivings, all the questionnaires

with at least 5 strivings were eventually accepted for analysis. In Part B, participants

analyzed each of their strivings with regard to their underlying motivations. The ques-

tionnaire contained a brief and easy-to-understand description of the four basic types of

motivation derived from the taxonomy of behavior regulation by Deci and Ryan (1985)—

external motivation, introjected motivation, identified motivation, and intrinsic motivation.

To illustrate, external motivation was called Motive 1 ‘‘Reward/Punishment’’ and

described in the following way: You strive for this goal because somebody else wants you
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to, or because you’ll get something from somebody if you do. Stated differently, you

probably wouldn’t strive for this if you didn’t get some kind of reward, praise, or approval

for it. For example, ‘‘Going to church regularly’’ might be a striving of yours because your

parents would criticize you if you didn’t (Emmons 2003a). Participants were to asses, on a

7-point scale, the extent to which they followed motives 1, 2, 3, and 4 in fulfilling each of

their strivings.

In the final part of the questionnaire, Part C, participants analyzed their strivings in

relation to six so-called ‘‘possible futures’’, which correspond to intrinsic and extrinsic

values distinguished by Kasser and Ryan (1996). The intrinsic values included in the

questionnaire were: personal growth, community contribution, and intimacy/friendship;

and the extrinsic values were: attractive appearance, popularity/recognition, and financial

success. On a scale from 1 to 7, participants rated the extent to which fulfilling each of

their strivings was conducive to attaining each of the six values: 1 expressed that ful-

filling a given striving was not at all helpful in attaining a particular value, whereas 7

indicated that, when fulfilled, a given striving was especially helpful in attaining a

particular value.

The PSA makes it possible to calculate the indicators for the four types of motivation. A

motivation indicator is a sum of points assigned to a given type of motivation (e.g.,

introjection) in all the strivings, which is then divided by the number of strivings (results

ranging from 1 to 7). Additionally, the four motives can be divided into autonomous and

controlled ones. The indicator of autonomous motivation is the sum of points assigned to

intrinsic motivation and identification in all the strivings, which is then divided by the

number of strivings (results ranging from 2 to 14). Likewise, the indicator of controlled

motivation is the sum of points assigned to external motivation and introjection, divided by

the number of strivings. Originally, the PSA also allows the researcher to calculate the

relative autonomous index, one that was excluded from our analyses owing to its failure to

meet simplex pattern criteria.2

The PSA also allows for calculating indexes expressing the degree to which intrinsic

and extrinsic values are realized. These indexes are computed for particular values by

adding the points assigned to each value on a 1–7 scale in connection with each striving,

and then dividing that value by the number of strivings generated by the participant. The

intrinsic values realization index is the sum of points assigned to individual intrinsic values

(personal growth, community contribution, and intimacy/friendship) divided by the num-

ber of the participant’s strivings. Likewise, the extrinsic values realization index is the sum

of points assigned to individual extrinsic values (attractive appearance, popularity/recog-

nition, and financial success) divided by the number of the strivings. The lowest possible

value for each index is 3 and the highest is 21.

The four indexes mentioned above (autonomous motives, controlled motives, intrinsic

values, and extrinsic values) demonstrated satisfactory reliability. Cronbach’s alphas for

autonomous motives and controlled motives were .80 and .84, while the coefficients for

intrinsic and extrinsic values were .88 and .85, respectively.

2 To test the simplex pattern, we used the procedure developed by Ryan and Connell (1989), one that is also
recommended by Chemolli and Gagné (2014). Regression analysis showed a poor fit of the model to the
data, with congruence coefficient of .79, R2 = .63, F (1, 4) = 6.80, p = 0.06.
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3 Results

3.1 Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for the variables studied are given in Table 1. T-Student test was

performed to compare the means for women and men. Women and men did not differ in

respect of both the general level of meaning in life (based on both its dimensions taken

together) and its two dimensions taken individually, although we observed differences with

regard to some of the values and types of motivation. Women scored higher on the mean

sum of intrinsic values (women: M = 13.63, men: M = 12.44, t = 3.62, p\ .001).

Moreover, higher results were observed for women also with respect to particular intrinsic

values: personal growth (women: M = 5.62, men: M = 5.22, t = 3.49, p = .001), inti-

macy/friendship (women: M = 4.37, men: M = 3.92, t = 3.16, p = .002), and community

contribution (women: M = 3.64, men: M = 3.30, t = 2.18, p = .03).

No significant differences were found across the genders in the levels of intrinsic and

external motivation, although women again scored higher on both introjected motivation

(women: M = 3.82, men: M = 3.46, t = 2.14, p = .03) as well as on identified motivation

(women: M = 5.50, men: M = 5.14, t = 2.77, p = .01).

3.2 Preliminary Analyses

Before setting out to verify our hypotheses, we conducted a preliminary analysis of the

relationships between motives and values in personal strivings. We aimed to answer the

following question: to what extent are autonomous and controlled motives associated with

realizing extrinsic and intrinsic values? By running this analysis we were also able to compare

our findings with those of similar investigations (e.g., Sheldon and Kasser 1995; Sheldon et al.

2004). The analysis was performed by examining the motives-values correlations in two

different ways, each covering either the level of the person or that of the striving. At the

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the whole sample (N = 353)

M Minimum Maximum SD

PIL scale 53.58 24.00 70.00 8.70

Exciting life 37.18 16.00 49.00 6.25

Purposeful life 16.41 7.00 21.00 3.08

Intrinsic values—sum 12.98 4.38 21.00 3.12

Self-acceptance/personal growth 5.40 1.00 7.00 1.10

Intimacy/friendship 4.12 1.00 7.00 1.33

Community contribution 3.45 1.00 7.00 1.49

Extrinsic values—sum 10.72 3.00 21.00 3.48

Physical appearance 3.09 1.00 7.00 1.38

Popularity/recognition 3.75 1.00 7.00 1.50

Financial success 3.88 1.00 7.00 1.42

Intrinsic motivation 4.75 1.00 7.00 1.36

Identified motivation 5.30 1.00 7.00 1.22

Introjected motivation 3.62 1.00 7.00 1.58

External motivation 2.25 1.00 6.63 1.18
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person-level, analysis was performed for autonomous motivation (intrinsic motivation and

identification) and controlled motivation (external motivation and introjection). Rather than

test individual types of motivation, we chose to use these two indicators, for it made it easier to

compare them with the self-determination factor used by other researchers.

Following Sheldon and Kasser (1995), in the first step we measured the overall vertical

coherence measure, which assesses the extent to which strivings are helpful in realizing all the

six values under examination. This indicator is the arithmetic mean of all the scores assigned

to particular values and the number of strivings generated by the participant. Individuals with

a higher vertical coherence indicator also scored higher on autonomous motivation (r = .41,

p\ .001) and controlled motivation (r = .26, p\ .001, z = 2.24, p = .03). Instead of

employing the vertical coherence indicator also in the second step, we used the indicators of

realizing intrinsic and extrinsic values (see Sect. 2.2.2), to obtain similar results. The corre-

lation between intrinsic values and autonomous motivation was .39 (p\ .001), with a positive

correlation also found for intrinsic values and controlled motivation (r = .21, p\ .001,

z = 2.65, p = 008). Likewise, extrinsic values correlated with autonomous motivation

(r = .34, p\ .001) and controlled motivation (r = .27, p\ .001, z = 1.03, p = .35), while

intrinsic values were also significantly correlated with extrinsic values (r = .64, p\ .001).

The findings obtained in the course of these analyses are consistent with those reported

by Sheldon and Kasser (1995), showing that realizing different values in strivings is

facilitated to a greater extent by autonomous than controlled motivation. They also

demonstrated both measures of personality integration—that is, motives and values—to be

correlated with each other.

Analysis at the striving-level was performed for 2459 personal strivings, 54 % of which

were provided by male participants. The results were consistent with those obtained in the

person-level analysis: intrinsic values were correlated more strongly with z autonomous

motivation (r = .24, p\ .001) than controlled motivation (r = .11, p\ .001, z = 4.67,

p\ 001). Correspondingly, similar levels were found for the correlations between extrinsic

values and autonomous motivation (r = .18, p\ .001) and controlled motivation (r = .14,

p\ .001, z = 1.43, p = 15) (to test differences between described correlations we used

suitable tool by Lee and Preacher 2013a, b) We were unable to replicate Sheldon et al.’s

(2004) findings, which showed that pursuing extrinsic values was mainly driven by con-

trolled motivation.

3.3 Values and Meaning in Life

3.3.1 Correlations

Analyses of correlation and regression (Tables 2, 3, respectively ) were performed to verify

hypothesis H1, which predicted that realizing intrinsic values in personal strivings is

positively related to meaning in life.

The correlations obtained fully supported the hypothesis in that all the intrinsic values

were weakly—even though statistically significantly—related to general meaning in life

and both of its dimensions. These relationships were observed for both female and male

participants, although there were gender differences with respect to particular values.3 The

values of intimacy/friendship and community contribution demonstrated substantially

3 To test whether correlation coefficients obtained for women and men were statistically different, we used
calculation for the test of the difference between two independent correlation coefficients (Preacher 2002).
The same tool was also used for further calculations described below.
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Table 2 Correlations between values and meaning in life for the whole sample (N = 353), women
(F) (n = 159), and men (M) (n = 194)

PIL scale Exciting life Purposeful life

All F M All F M All F M

Intrinsic values—sum .30** .33** .27** .29** .29** .28** .26** .34** .19*

Self-acceptance/personal
growth

.22** .22* .21* .20** .19* .21* .20** .24* .17*

Intimacy/friendship .28** .32** .24* .27** .28* .25** .24** .33**,a .16*,b

Community contribution .22** .26* .17* .21** .24* .19* .18* .26*,a .11b

Extrinsic values—sum .23** .16* .28** .22** .15 .27** .20** .15 .23*

Physical appearance .10 .07 .12 .10 .05 .13 .09 .09 .10

Popularity/recognition .16* .05a .23*,b .17* .07 .23* .12* .02a .19*,b

Financial success .29** .27* .31** .27** .24* .29** .28** .27* .28*

** p\ .000; * p\ .05; a, b difference (p\ .05)

Table 3 Results of regression analysis for the dependent variable of general meaning in life and the
independent variables of values

Beta t(187) p Partial correlation

Men (n = 194)

Variables entered F(5, 187) = 4.88, p\ .001, R = .34, R2 = .115, adjusted R2 = .09

Self-acceptance/personal growth .09 1.13 .26 .08

Intimacy/friendship .09 1.01 .31 .07

Community contribution .01 .08 .93 .006

Popularity/recognition .01 .12 .91 .009

Financial success .23 2.57 .01 .19

Beta t(192) p

Accepted model F(1, 192) = 17.73, p\ .001, R = .31, R2 = .085, Adjusted R2 = .08

Financial success .29 4.21 \.001

Beta t(154) p Partial correlation

Women (n = 159)

Variables entered F(4, 154) = 5.53, p\ .000, R = .29, R2 = .13, Adjusted R2 = .10

Self-acceptance/personal growth .04 .47 .64 .04

Intimacy/friendship .21 2.05 .04 .16

Community contribution .05 .51 .61 .04

Financial success .14 1.53 .13 .12

Beta t(157) p

Accepted model F(1, 157) = 17.50, p\ .001, R = .32, R2 = .10, Adjusted R2 = .095

Intimacy/friendship .32 4.18 \.001
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stronger correlations with the purposeful life dimension in the group of women than in

men. For men, even though it reached statistical significance, the correlation of intimacy/

friendship with meaning in life was very low, if not marginal.

Interesting to note, female participants demonstrated a significantly stronger relation-

ship between intrinsic values and meaning in life along with both of its dimensions than

between extrinsic values. Statistical significance of the differences between the correlation

coefficients was determined by using Steiger’s test: the difference between the correlation

of the scale of general meaning in life and the sum of intrinsic values and the correlation of

the scale of general meaning in life and the sum of extrinsic values was z = 2.44,

p = .007; the difference between the correlation of exciting life and the sum of intrinsic

values and the correlation of exciting life and the sum of extrinsic values was z = -2.01,

p = .02; and the difference between the correlation of purposeful life and the sum of

intrinsic values and the correlation of purposeful life and the sum of extrinsic values was

z = 2.78, p = .002. These results show that in women the correlations between meaning in

life and intrinsic values were significantly higher than between extrinsic values. No such

differences were observed in the group of men.

Apart from supporting the proposed hypothesis, the findings also provided new infor-

mation on the relationship between values and meaning in life. More specifically, they

showed that meaning in life is not only related to intrinsic values but also to extrinsic ones,

a relationship that is particularly pronounced in the case of financial success, a value which

correlates positively with meaning in life in women as well as in men. Another extrinsic

value, popularity/recognition, is differentially related to meaning in life across both groups:

whereas in the group of women this relationship failed to reach statistical significance, in

the group of men it was statistically significant and substantially higher. The third extrinsic

value, physical appearance, demonstrated no correlation with meaning in life.

3.3.2 Regression

Enter method regression analysis (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) was carried

out to answer the question of which values realized in personal strivings are the best

predictors of meaning life. Multiple regression was performed separately for women and

men because correlation analysis showed the difference between correlations in both

groups to be statistically significant. In both analyses, only the variables that significantly

correlated with general meaning in life were entered into regression (Table 3). Moreover,

we also took account of partial correlation analysis when considering the variables that

could be significant for creating the model.

In the last step of the analysis, financial success was the only extrinsic value that was a

significant predictor of meaning in life in the group of men. In contrast, the intrinsic value of

intimacy/friendship was found to be a predictor of meaning in life in the group of women. In

both these cases the total percentage of explained variance in general meaning of life was 10.

3.4 Types of Motivation and Meaning in Life

3.4.1 Correlations

To verify the hypothesis of a positive relationship between intrinsic motivation and

meaning in life (hypothesis H2a) and a negative relationship between external motivation

and meaning in life (H2b), correlations between these variables were calculated for the

whole sample as well as separately for women and men (Table 4).
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The results confirmed H2a—there is a positive relationship between intrinsic motivation

and meaning in life, and supported H2b—as expected, external motivation demonstrated a

significant negative relationship with meaning in life and its dimensions.

Hypothesis H2b proved relevant to the female participants of the study: in this group,

correlations between external motivation and meaning in life, exciting life, and purposeful

life were all moderately strong coefficients. Conversely, in the group of men these coef-

ficients were significantly lower and characterized by a weaker strength of relationship.

The two intermediate forms of behavior regulation (identified motivation and intro-

jected motivation) were either non-significant or very low coefficients that defied

interpretation.

3.4.2 Regression

Simple regression was used to determine the percentage of total variance in general

meaning in life explained by particular motives. We used a procedure identical to the one

described above and entered to the regression model the types of motivation that had been

found to be significantly correlated with general meaning in life in both gender groups.

For women, significant predictors of meaning in life included intrinsic motivation,

b = .22, p = .003, and external motivation, b = -.33, p\ .001. The regression model

was a good fit to the data, F(2156) = 16.96, p\ .001, and explained 17 % of variance in

meaning in life. For men, a predictor of meaning in life was intrinsic motivation, b = .21,

p = .003, which however explained merely 4 % of variance in the variable, F(1,

192) = 8.84, p = .003.

The next aim of the study was to identify the strongest predictors of meaning in life for

women and men. This was done using enter method regression (Table 5), which included

together all the values under consideration, as well intrinsic and external motivation.

Similarly to earlier analyses, regression demonstrated that financial success, as a value

realized in personal strivings, is the best predictor of meaning in life for men. Moreover,

also external motivation proved to be a predictor of meaning in life in this group.

In turn, the results for women seemed consistent with the assumptions of SDT in that

they showed external motivation and the intrinsic value of intimacy/friendship to be the

best predictors of meaning in life in this group, together explaining 20 % of variance.

Table 4 Correlations between types of motivation and meaning in life for the whole sample (N = 353),
women (F) (n = 159), and men (M) (n = 194)

PIL scale Exciting life Purposeful life

All F M All F M All F M

Intrinsic
motivation

.24** .26* .21* .22** .23* .21* .22** .28** .17*

Identified
motivation

.13* .13 .12 .12 .12 .12 .11* .11 .10

Introjected
motivation

.02 -.12 .13 .03 -.10 .13 .01 -.12 .11

External
motivation

-.25** -.36*,a -.15*,b -.24** -.34**,a -.16*,b -.20** -.32*,a -.10b

** p\ .000; * p\ .05; a, b difference (p\ .05)
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3.4.3 Low and High Levels of Meaning in Life

T-Student test was performed to answer the question of whether participants with different

levels of meaning life also differed with respect to the types of types, and the levels of

intrinsic and extrinsic values realized in everyday strivings. Participants were divided into

the low- and high-meaning in life groups based on quartiles (lower and upper quartiles for

women = 50 and 60 PIL points, respectively; lower and upper quartiles for men = 48 and

60 PIL points, respectively). Thus, meaning in life was included as an independent variable

in this analysis. The results are given in Table 6. For the reason that variances were not

homogeneous, the table shows the results of the t-Student test assuming inequality of

variance.

Table 5 Results of regression analysis for the dependent variable of general meaning in life and the
independent variables of values and types of motivation

Beta t(185) p Partial correlation

Men (n = 194)

Variables entered F(7, 185) = 4.415, p\ .001, R = .38, R2 = .14, Adjusted R2 = .11

Self-acceptance/personal growth .06 .82 .42 .06

Intimacy/friendship .09 1.01 .31 .07

Community contribution .03 .30 .77 .02

Popularity/recognition .02 .25 .81 .02

Financial success .21 2.31 .02 .17

Intrinsic motivation .05 .57 .57 .04

External motivation -.16 -2.22 .03 -.16

Beta t(191) p Partial correlation

Accepted model F(2, 191) = 11.975, p\ .001, R = .33, R2 = .11, Adjusted R2 = .10

Financial success .30 4.33 \.001 .30

External motivation -.16 -2.40 .02 -.17

Beta t(152) p Partial correlation

Women (n = 159)

Variables entered F(6, 152) = 8.61, p\ .001, R = .50, R2 = .25, Adjusted R2 = .22

Self-acceptance/personal growth -.01 -.09 .93 -.01

Intimacy/friendship .18 1.93 .06 .15

Community contribution .02 .26 .80 .02

Financial success .15 1.80 .08 .14

Intrinsic motivation .11 1.43 .15 .12

External motivation -.34 -4.71 \.001 -.36

Beta t(156) p Partial correlation

Accepted model F(2156) = 21.025, p\ .001, R = .46, R2 = .21, Adjusted R2 = .20

Intimacy/friendship .29 4.03 \.001 .31

External motivation -.37 -4.71 \.001 -.35
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The results showed that low- and high-meaning in life individuals differed significantly

in that the latter scored higher on intrinsic motivation. In women, this difference was also

present with respect to the level of external motivation: women with high meaning in life

also demonstrated significantly lower levels of external motivation.

Moreover, differences were also found between low- and high-meaning in life partic-

ipants with respect to the values studied: participants in the latter group (both women and

men) were also those who identified their personal strivings as realizing intrinsic as well as

extrinsic values. In men, this effect was observed with regard to all the extrinsic values and

two of the three intrinsic ones, with intimacy/friendship being the only value that failed to

reach statistical significance. In the group of women, low- and high-meaning in life par-

ticipants differed in respect of all the three intrinsic values and financial success. Such

findings are consistent with the correlations shown in Table 2 and allow for determining

the probable direction of these relationships.

4 Discussion

This study examined the relationships between meaning in life and values realized by

individuals, and between meaning in life and autonomous and controlled motives. The

results provided information on the strongest predictors of meaning life, which turned out

to differ across the sexes: the strongest predictor for men is the extrinsic value of financial

success, whereas for women—the intrinsic value of intimacy/friendship. Interesting to

note, both of these predictors explained only approximately 10 % of variance in meaning

in life. In other words, one’s level of meaning in life is largely influenced also by a number

of other factors (one of those most significant is external motivation).

The findings obtained for women are consistent with a host of theoretical models that

emphasize the importance of relations with others for an individual’s development, hap-

piness, and sense of purpose (including Bowlby 1997; Armsden and Greenberg 1987).

Relatedness is one of the three basic psychological needs distinguished by Deci and Ryan

(2002) that play an instrumental part in the development of autonomy, while Frankl (1959/

2006) considers intimacy, friendship and love to be the values on which individuals build

their permanent sense of meaning and purpose in life.

The ability to establish and maintain close relationships with others is regarded by

psychologists as one of the most important abilities and an indicator of adequate social

adaptation and proper human development (Erikson 1982; Bowlby 1997; Noom et al.

1999). Along the same lines, alienation and lack of close relationships are the problems

often experienced along with mental and personality disorders. A paucity of satisfying

relationships and a sense of exclusion or alienation may also give rise to a range of other

social problems, including susceptibility to addiction and joining groups that pose a threat

to the individual, such as sects (Armsden and Greenberg 1987; Lee and Bell 2003). In this

light, intimacy/friendship is the value whose role as a predictor of meaning in life appears

to be most justified. However, the question remains of why this value has no predicting

power for men. A breadth of research shows that women, as opposed to men, are more

altruistic toward other people (Rushton et al. 1986; Fabes and Eisenberg 1998) and regard

the issues pertaining to interpersonal relations as more important, both of which features

are expressed in women’s greater involvement in establishing and maintaining social

relations (Moen 1996). Hence, these results may perhaps provide yet further confirmation

of the differences existing in this respect between the two sexes.
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An important finding that indicates the importance attached to the extrinsic value of

financial success by men appears to be inconsistent with the hypotheses proposed here,

with the results of earlier research (e.g. Kasser and Ryan 1993, 1996), and with the

assumptions of SDT (Deci and Ryan 2002). There are at least two ways in which to

interpret this result. One of them is to scrutinize the cultural and socioeconomic situation of

the examined population.

The standard of living in Poland is substantially lower than that enjoyed by people in the

USA or Germany (GDP per capita in the USA and Germany is more than twice the level in

Poland; e.g. based on the data by World Bank 2014; OECD 2014), Poland also being one

of the poorest members of the European Union (World Bank 2014; OECD 2014; Statistical

Office of the European Communities 2014). Similarly to Sheldon and Kasser’s 1998 study,

financial success was defined here as ‘‘having a job that pays very well and having a lot of

nice possessions’’.

In Poland, young adults with only average salaries effectively lack the wherewithal to

take out a more considerable bank loan or mortgage, also being often unable to pay for

their education and cover the costs of improving their professional qualifications. There-

fore, it seems that only by achieving financial success, understood as finding a well-paid

job and earning an above-average salary, are young Poles able to attain a sense of security

and financial independence. Why, then, did financial success prove to be a significant

predictor of meaning in life only for men? Again, this may at least in part be explained

when placed in a broader cultural context.

Despite high employment rates for women (Ministry of Labour and Social Policy 2014)

and a variety of successful gender equality policies, in Poland men consistently earn more

than women (Supreme Audit Office 2013), making them also responsible for supporting

their families to a much greater extent. It is perhaps in the light of the current social and

economic situation that young Polish men perceive financial success as means to fulfilling

their dreams, for instance, about no longer having to depend financially on their parents,

becoming fully independent and self-reliant, and being able to start a family. These goals

are characteristic of this population and very much in accordance with relevant develop-

mental tasks (e.g. Havighurst 1972; Erikson 1982). Moreover, it is also worthwhile to refer

to the theory of evolution. The findings of a wealth of intercultural research performed

globally are consistent with respect to the fact that, in choosing their partners, women value

material resources, promising financial prospects, and high social position of the candi-

dates. Hence, meeting these criteria is seen as substantially improving one’s chances of

finding the appropriate female partner to start a family with (Buss 1999).

Such perceived ‘‘financial success’’ can be understood as more than merely an immature

way of creating the sense of one’s worth by satisfying social expectations and accumulating

possessions and money. Therefore, rather than viewing financial success as an expression of

materialism, an interpretation may be put forward which focuses on the relationship between

meaning in life and financial success defined as a condition for attaining independence,

financial security, and the capacity to establish intimate relations with others. However, the

results obtained fail to provide a definite answer to the question of whether the participants of

our study associated ‘‘financial success’’ with strivings that were a manifestation of materi-

alism, or with those related to reaching independence and financial security.

Such an interpretation of our findings can also be supported by referring to earlier

research. Kasser’s (2013) already-mentioned meta-analysis demonstrates that the negative

effect of focusing on material success is less pronounced in the poorer countries than in the

highly-developed ones. The intuitive reasoning that extrinsic strivings are differentially

understood in wealthy, as opposed to poor, countries is also given support in a study by
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Grouzet et al. (2005). Examining the structures of values pursued across different cultures,

the researchers observe that whereas people living in the wealthier, highly-developed

countries tend to associate financial success with hedonistic values, people inhabiting the

poorer countries are more likely to associate it with values related to security and health.

Similar conclusions can be found in a study by Inglehart (1995). It presents Poland, with

its predominantly materialistic orientation, in opposition to the developed countries of the

West, with their orientation to post-modern and post-materialistic values, such as tolerance,

trust, ecology, and life satisfaction. Despite the objective changes that have taken place

there, Poland is a country that is ‘‘working its way up’’. The Polish middle-class is striving

to achieve financial success and thus advance their social standing, a goal undoubtedly

pursued by the students making up our sample (Ziółkowski 2000).

Moreover, additional support for this interpretation can also be sought in the relatively

few studies based on the data obtained for Eastern European populations, and a limited

number of other studies, such as the research conducted by Srivastava et al. (2001), where

the relationship between materialism and well-being is given further clarification.

According to the authors of that study, what is of primary importance is the de facto reason

why the individual wants to achieve financial success. Their findings reported that the

desire to impress others, striving for power, and compensating for one’s low self-esteem—

that is, reasons that could be classified as controlled ones under SDT—did in fact correlate

with lower levels of well-being.

Still another perspective to be taken into consideration in interpreting our findings is the

one related to the debatable validity of the PIL. One can assume that financial success is

not so much a means to enjoying a purposeful life as to achieving economic security. In

other words, realizing financial success could be associated with lower distress and a

happier frame of mind, an interpretation that would be largely congruent with the theory

that forms the bedrock of this study. Against accepting this explanation (as the more

accurate one) stands the fact that rather than using the PIL in its complete form—which is

the target of a majority of the reservations mentioned above—we employed only a

selection of ten items making up the original tool. The methodological and statistical

parameters of these items, as well as their content, may be indicative of relatively high

internal validity (Morgan and Farsides 2009; Schulenberg and Melton 2010). Furthermore,

compared with other tools for assessing meaning in life (e.g., The Meaning in Life

Questionnaire), the PIL is characterized by superior psychometric indicators in the Polish

conditions (Kossakowska et al. 2013).

Regression analysis revealed the strongest predictors of meaning in life, which

explained the greatest percentage of variance. It should be borne in mind, however, that we

also observed a high correlation between extrinsic and intrinsic values, as financial success

and intimacy/friendship correlated with other values as well. In the group of men, financial

success produced the strongest correlation with another extrinsic value, namely popularity/

recognition (r = .61). A correspondingly high relationship in the group of women was

found between the values of intimacy/friendship and community contribution (r = .60).

Consequently, even though we were able to single out the strongest predictors from the

pool of the values studied, account must be taken of the interrelations that bind them.

Another interesting finding was provided by regression analysis, which included values

as well as motivations. It showed that external motivation is important for predicting the

level of meaning in life among both female and male participants. The lower the level of

external motivation in strivings, the higher meaning in life. Acting under pressure and

realizing strivings for the sake of external judgment and rewards, a characteristic feature of

controlled motivation, is exceptionally unfavorable for shaping meaning in life. This
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finding may be interpreted to confirm the theses under self-determination theory, which

assume a negative impact of external motivation on human well-being.

Still another issue worth discussing is related to the differences observed between

individuals with low- and high-meaning in life, which is yet another area with differential

results across the sexes. The question that motivated our analysis was: How do people

differing in meaning in life levels perceive and evaluate their everyday strivings (everyday

activities) in relation to the values they realize and their underlying motivations? The

results obtained are hardly surprising, with the main conclusion being that, irrespective of

their gender, participants with a high sense of meaning in life are more likely to associate

their strivings with motivation driven by autonomous regulation, as compared with con-

trolled motivation. In other words, such individuals are to a lesser extent motivated by

punishment, praise, pressure, and expectations of others than by their curiosity, pleasure,

and the importance of their goals and strivings seen through the prism of their own needs,

expectations, internalized values, and similar types of motivation. What is more, in their

strivings people with higher meaning in life also reveal a higher degree of subjectivity,

which may be conducive to a greater activity in pursuing goals and increased satisfaction

derived from their achievement. These results also show that people with high meaning in

life endow their everyday strivings with greater meaning by associating them more closely

with the pursuit of particular values, which makes their activity appear to be more thought

out and focused. Put differently, this group of participants exhibited an openness to

meaning-making values, irrespective of their character, a feature that also allowed them to

perceive their strivings as those that produce meaning (Straś-Romanowska 2005). Such a

perception of one’s own strivings may serve as a secondary reinforcer for meaning in life.

The findings reported in this study, in particular the results observed for men, may be

related to the effects observed in earlier research by Brdar et al. (2009). Analyzing Croatian

students’ intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations and their relationships with well-being, the

researchers observed the highest levels of well-being in people scoring high on both

intrinsic as well as extrinsic strivings. Similar observations were made on a population of

Russians (Ryan et al. 1999), in which case intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations were posi-

tively correlated with one of the dimensions of well-being, namely life satisfaction.

In a sense, the male participants of our study behaved similarly to their Croatian and

Russian counterparts. Analyzing their strivings, men with high levels of meaning in life

perceived them as realizing all the extrinsic and part of the intrinsic values. Correspond-

ingly, those with low levels of meaning in life also reported decidedly weaker ties between

values and the strivings they realized. It is probable that low-meaning in life individuals

assume a passive, if not reactive, attitude toward the world around, and rarely ponder on

long-term results of their everyday strivings. This situation may have its origin in the early

influence of family and social environments (Grolnick et al. 1997; Beyers et al. 2007;

Grolnick et al. 2007), which in the case of those study participants failed to support the

development of autonomy and self-awareness, also offering insufficient opportunity to

make independent choices and plan their future actions.

The final question worth discussing here is the importance of extrinsic values for

meaning in life. It will be recalled that men with high levels of meaning in life show a

predominance of extrinsic values, while intrinsic values were found to be predominant for

their female counterparts. It is perhaps the case that realizing extrinsic values does not

bring about a negative effect of lowering well-being, and thus also decreasing meaning in

life, provided that individuals also realize intrinsic values in their strivings.

The authors of SDT often emphasize they are far from denouncing the desire for seeking

extrinsic rewards as such, as these rewards only threaten personal development and
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personality integration when they become the object of excessive focus (Deci and Ryan

1985). In light of the findings reported in this study, it is safe to argue that people’s

developing of their sense of meaning in life is affected negatively not only by their

excessive concentration on pursuing external rewards, but also by inadequate awareness of

their goals, motivations, and the values they could realize through their actions.

5 Limitations

This study has certain limitations that we intend to circumvent in future research. To

determine conclusively that realizing intrinsic and extrinsic values is equally related to

meaning in life, the procedure of the study ought to be expanded to include value hier-

archization or a process of identifying key strivings. It is difficult to state whether the

participants in the current study perceived financial success as the central and most

important value, a fact that considerably limits our capacity to interpret these results and

compare them with the data collected by others. Furthermore, we plan to perform a

qualitative analysis of the data obtained, which will allow for a more precise determination

of which strivings young Poles fulfill to realize particular values.

6 Conclusions

The present study has demonstrated that realizing values by young adults through everyday

strivings is significantly correlated with their sense of meaning in life. The strongest

predictors of the level of meaning in life include the intrinsic value of intimacy/friendship

and the extrinsic value of financial success, as well as external motivation.

The findings, which showed that interesting differences exist between the genders, also

require further exploration.

Moreover, the results reported here on the relationships between values and meaning in

life differ from those obtained in the wealthier Western countries, which could perhaps be

explained in socioeconomic, political, and cultural terms. Poland is now a country of an

intensive economic development, one characterized by life satisfaction that has been

continuously on the rise for the past 25 years or so. This gives basis to expect that young

people’s attitude to values and their preference for either intrinsic or extrinsic values will

also change as the country develops and grows wealthy, which in itself creates an

opportunity for promising future investigations.
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