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Abstract

During the COVID-19 pandemic, various restrictions forced people around the world to socially isolate. People were asked to
stay at home and were largely unable to do many of the activities that they derived meaning from. Since meaning is often related
to mental health, these restrictions were likely to decrease mental health. The current study aimed to examine these effects and
additionally benefit individuals’ mental health by making their meaning salient. Specifically, the goal of the research was to
design an intervention that could counter the potential negative effects of social distancing. We recruited a total of 96 U.S.A.
residents (M4, = 34.45, 92.7% Female) and assigned them to either the control group or to a meaning salience intervention. That
is, participants either focused on the meaning of their daily activities (n = 45) or did not participate in any study-related activities
during the week (n=51). They completed various measures of mental health before and after this experimental period. Results
suggested that the control group reported significantly greater anxiety, depression, and stress at the end of the week. In contrast,
the experimental group reported less anxiety and trended toward less depression and stress at the end of that same week. In all,
results suggest that simply focusing on one’s daily activities and the meaning found in them protected people from the otherwise
detrimental effects of the restrictions. This provides a promising and simple intervention that may assist both individuals and
practitioners aiming to improve mental health, especially in challenging times.

Keywords Meaning salience - Meaning in life - Anxiety - Depression - Stress

Introduction being, and how can we prevent these potentially deleterious

effects?

Researchers often consider meaning in life to be an inherent
part of happiness and well-being (Heintzelman, 2018;
Heintzelman et al., 2020). However, what happens when ex-
ternal circumstances take away one’s ability to find meaning
and improve well-being? Research suggests that those cur-
rently suffering experience significantly lower meaning in life
(Edwards & Van Tongeren, 2020). At the same time, suffering
increases the desire for meaning in life (Edwards & Van
Tongeren, 2020). In a time of global pandemic, when people
are asked to keep socially distant, what happens to one’s well-
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During times of social isolation, it is especially important to
develop methods to promote well-being. Recently, researchers
have focused on making meaning in life salient and suggest
promising avenues for doing so using short-term interventions
(Klein, 2017). Studies have subsequently touted the benefits
and ease of increasing meaning salience (Burrow & Hill,
2013; King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006; Masters, Ross,
Hooker, & Wooldridge, 2018). In all, research suggests that
making meaning salient relates to meaning in life and has po-
tential advantages for mental health (Hooker, Post, & Sherman,
2020b). Together, this points to meaning salience as a promis-
ing way to alleviate suffering during times of isolation.

The current research aimed to increase meaning salience to
facilitate well-being during the global COVID-19 pandemic.
Specifically, we designed a longitudinal intervention designed
to bring daily awareness to the meaningful moments in par-
ticipants’ lives. We did this during a week when most people
were forced to stay home and had little access to normal
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avenues of finding meaning. We predicted that doing so
would prevent an otherwise significant decrease in mental
health.

Meaning in Life

Meaning in life is defined as a sense that one’s life matters,
makes sense, and has purpose (George & Park, 2016; King,
Heintzelman, & Ward, 2016; Martela & Steger, 2016;
Schlegel & Hicks, 2011). Some argue that finding meaning
in life is at the core of human existence (Park, 2017). In gen-
eral, researchers assert that a meaningful life is a life that one
interprets as meaningful (Baumeister & Landau, 2018). That
is, experiencing meaning in life represents how individuals
perceive their lives rather than how they actually live.

Having meaning in life, and thus engaging in meaningful
activities, has its roots in the fulfillment of basic psychological
needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and leads to increased well-being
(Hooker, Slattengren, Boyle, & Sherman, 2019). In particular,
meaning relates to numerous positive outcomes, including
increased quality of life, life satisfaction, social support, and
optimism (Guerra, Lencastre, Silva, & Teixeira, 2017; Shiah,
Chang, Chiang, Lin, & Tam, 2013; Zika & Chamberlain,
1992). Importantly, much of the research points to specific
improvement in mental health (Halama & Dé&dova, 2007,
Moomal, 1999). Studies suggest that meaning negatively re-
lates to depression (Vehling et al., 2011) and anxiety, and
positively relates to outcomes such as vitality, social function-
ing, and positive emotions (Shiah et al., 2013). Meta-analyses
also suggest a strong relationship between meaning and pos-
itive health outcomes (Pinquart, 2002).

Meaning Salience

Meaning salience is defined as an awareness of the meaning in
one’s life (Hooker, Post, & Sherman, 2020b). Preliminary find-
ings suggest that bringing awareness to one’s meaning in life can
directly impact perceptions of quality of life (Hooker, Masters,
Vagnini, & Rush, 2020a), and self-esteem (Taubman-Ben-Ari,
2011). Increased meaning salience also relates to increased mo-
tivation for participation in physical activity (Hooker & Masters,
2018) and decreased sensations of burnout and fatigue in doctors
(Hooker, Post, & Sherman, 2020b). Furthermore, when meaning
is salient it appears to decrease negative mental health outcomes
such as depression and anxiety (Edwards & Van Tongeren,
2020) while increasing positive affect and one’s ability to cope
with stressors (Miao & Gan, 2019).

People may report that they have a general sense that their
lives are meaningful, but at a given moment may not be aware
of that meaning (Hooker, Masters, & Park, 2018). As a result,
they may not experience the subsequent positive outcomes of
increased meaning in life. Researchers have recently begun
investigating the benefits of increasing daily awareness of
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meaning. When meaning is made salient, the overall presence
of meaning in life and well-being increases (Miao & Gan,
2019; Newman, Nezlek, & Thrash, 2017). Further, a review
conceded that when people are asked to discover meaning in
their everyday activities (Baumeister & Landau, 2018), posi-
tive mental health outcomes increase.

Present Study

In the current study, we sought to develop a brief and accessible
intervention aimed at increasing meaning salience to under-
stand its effect on people’s well-being in a time of social isola-
tion. Given the strong relationship among various aspects of
well-being and mental health (Capone & Petrillo, 2018), we
assert that increasing meaning salience will directly impact par-
ticipants anxiety, depression, and stress. There is already some
evidence suggesting that increasing meaning salience directly
impacts mental health (Hooker et al., 2018) and one’s ability to
cope with stress (Miao & Gan, 2019). For example, one study
suggests that daily questionnaires result in a significant relation-
ship between meaning and depression (Hadden & Smith,
2019). However, these studies have yet to ask participants to
apply meaning to daily events or examined meaning salience in
a challenging context such as a global pandemic.

Life drastically changed for many due to the global
COVID-19 (aka coronavirus) pandemic. This pandemic re-
sulted in hundreds of thousands of deaths, mass unemploy-
ment, and strict restrictions on people and businesses world-
wide. Mandatory social distancing measures intended to slow
the virus resulted in increased feelings of depression and anx-
iety (Rajkumar, 2020). This is not surprising given that social
distancing measures, in particular, are likely to directly affect
many of the predictors of a meaningful life, including auton-
omy, competence, and beneficence (Martela & Ryan, 2016).
Similarly, research suggests that those who are experiencing
current suffering frequently have substantially lower levels of
meaning in life and mental health (Edwards & Van Tongeren,
2020).

In this time of a global pandemic, it is especially important
to care for the mental health of the world. As such, finding
simple and easy ways to increase meaning in life is imperative
for promoting mental health. To this end, we designed a longi-
tudinal experiment to test the effects of meaning salience on
mental health. In the current study, we attempt to make mean-
ing salient by having people think about each aspect of their
day and identifying the meaning in them. In all, we want people
to attend to the meaning already present in their lives, thus
making meaning salient to them. To accomplish this, we used
daily diaries which research has found to be a reliable and
effective way to increase daily awareness (Hiilsheger, Alberts,
Feinholdt, & Lang, 2012; Kashdan & McKnight, 2013;
Scheck, Hoffimann, Proctor, & Couillou, 2013). For one week,
a group of participants reflected on their daily activities and the
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meaning gained from these activities while another group went
about their week as normal. Mental health measures were
employed before the week began and one week later, at the
end of the experimental week.

Method
Participants

To obtain 95% power of detecting a medium effect size
(f=.15) at a .05 probability level, 107 participants were need-
ed across our two groups. We rounded up to 120 total partic-
ipants (60/group) to ensure sufficient statistical power. We
used a database of prospective participants that had previously
reported interest in participating in future studies conducted
by our lab. All of them resided in the U.S.A. and spoke
English fluently. Of the 401 invitations we sent, 153 unique
participants responded to our invitation and completed at least
a portion of the pre-test survey. Of these, a total of 135 unique
participants provided complete data (i.e., completed both
surveys).

To detect carelessness, we next examined several indica-
tors available in the data (Nichols & Edlund, 2020). We elim-
inated five participants who responded with identical re-
sponses (e.g., “4”) at least 10 consecutive times (Johnson,
2005) and another 13 based on Qualtrics’ fraud score. We next
excluded 20 participants due to failing to correctly answer at
least one of the 8 attention check questions embedded into the
surveys (i.e., 4 each survey). Finally, we excluded one partic-
ipant who reported currently living outside of the U.S.A. This
left us with 96 U.S. resident participants that provided quality
data for pre- and post-test administrations.

This final sample ranged in age from 22 to 69 (M =34.45,
sd=15.15). They largely identified as female (92.7%; 7.3%
male), “White” (97.9%; 2.1% “Black/African American”),
married (95.8%), and had children (95.8%). Almost all of
them were currently employed (97.9%) and had attended col-
lege (19.8% some college; 3.1% two-year degree; 59.4%
Bachelor’s degree; 17.7% Master’s degree). They mostly
lived in urban (60.4%) and suburban areas (37.5%; 2.1% ru-
ral) and had a variety of household incomes (3.1% $20-35 k;
28.1% $35-50 k; 42.7% $50-75 k; 22.9% $75-100 k; 2.1%
$100-150 k; 1.0% above $150 k).

Procedure

The study was approved by IntegReview IRB (protocol
“CONNECT_LONG). During the first weekend in April
2020 (i.e., the weekend of April 4, 2020), we emailed prospec-
tive participants. To avoid possible participant crosstalk
(Edlund et al., 2014), we informed participants that the purpose
of this study was “to understand people’s daily activities.” The

link provided in the email directed participants to the informed
consent in Qualtrics. Once they provided consent, they com-
pleted the pre-test survey. As soon as they completed the sur-
vey, the platform randomly assigned each participant to a con-
dition and provided them with instructions for the week.

Control (n=51)

“In a week, we will send you another survey to
complete...”

Experimental (n = 45)

“Starting Monday, and continuing until Friday, we will
send you text reminders three times per day to help you
attend to your activities and the meaningfulness of them
throughout the day. We will then send you a link each
evening to complete your daily activity. In this activity,
we will ask you to reflect on what you have done during
the day and how meaningful each of those activities
were...Next Saturday, we will send you another survey,
similar to this one, to complete...”

The experimental group then completed a daily task for
five days (Monday, April 6 -Friday, April 10) During the
morning, afternoon, and evening on each day, participants
additionally received the following text message on their
phones:

“As you go through the next few hours of your day,
please remember to attend to the activities that you
are engaging in. In addition, make sure to think about
how meaningful each of these moments are. We will ask
about each of these daily moments when you reflect on
your day later tonight.”

Each night, they completed a modified version of the
Meaningful Activity Participation Assessment (Eakman,
Carlson, & Clark, 2010).

A week after completing the pre-test (i.e., the weekend of
April 11, 2020), we emailed all participants (in both condi-
tions) the post-test survey. Among other measures, partici-
pants completed measures of mental health at pre- and post-
test.

Measures

Daily Activities To provide a standardized way for participants to
report their daily activities, we administered a slightly modified
version of the Meaningful Activity Participation Assessment
(Eakman et al., 2010). At the end of each day, they saw a list
of 44 activities (e.g., emailing, using public transportation,
cooking) plus two fill-in-the-blank options that allowed them to
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list activities that were not included in the list. After checking the
box next to each of the activities that they engaged in that day,
participants reported the number of minutes they engaged in each
activity. Finally, those in the experimental group rated how
meaningful each reported activity was to them that day using a
five-point Likert scale (/ = “Not at all meaningful”,
5= “Extremely meaningful ).

Mental Health We used the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales
to measure various aspects of mental health (DASS; Lovibond
& Lovibond, 1995). Participants responded to 21 items on a
four-point scale (0= Never; 3 = Almost always). An example
item is *“/ found it hard to wind down” (Anxiety: O = .88,
Opost = .91, Depression: Opre=.90, Opos=.91, Stress:
Opre = .88, Opost =.91).

COVID-19 We additionally asked participants about their cur-
rent situation related to COVID-19. This included what local
restrictions were implemented, how they have been impacted
by them, and what measures they were personally taking due
to COVID-19.

Demographics To better understand our sample, we also asked
questions related to age, gender, race, relationship status, ed-
ucation, living situation, employment status, and income.

Analysis

We used the R statistical program, with associated packages,
to analyze the data (R Core Team, 2017). We first performed
t-tests to examine baseline mental health differences between
conditions. To examine the direct effects of meaning salience
on mental health, over time, we then performed three multi-
level models with both time points (pre, post), condition (con-
trol, experimental), and the interaction of the two as predictor
variables with each of the mental health outcomes as depen-
dent variables. In these models, time was the level 1 variable
and was nested within participants (the level 2 variable). In all,
we analyzed 192 responses across 96 participants.

Results

Before we began our primary analyses, we examined partici-
pants’ responses regarding how their lives were affected by
COVID-19 and the corresponding restrictions. At the begin-
ning of the week, 54.2% of participants reported engaging in
a total self-quarantine, 36.9% staying home as much as possi-
ble, and only 6.3% that they were not going into work, but that
everything else remained the same. At the end of the week, that
changed to 51.0% engaging in a total self-quarantine and
49.0% staying home as much as possible. Regarding the extent
to which the governmental restrictions had affected their lives
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during the experimental week, 62.5% reported that they were
impacted “a great deal” over the past week, 34.4% were affect-
ed “alot”, and 3.1% were affected “a moderate amount”. None
selected the ““a little” or “none at all” options. Quantifying this
question, (/ = “none atall”, 5= “a great deal”) resulted in an
alarmingly high mean of 4.59 (sd = 0.55).

We also examined the activities that participants in the
experimental condition reported engaging in. Sleep, working
alone, watching TV, working with others, and cooking were
the top five activities participants engaged in. The activities
with the highest meaning ratings were working alone, meeting
with someone new, cooking, sleeping, and playing games
alone. The lowest ratings were reported for traveling, physical
exercise with others, writing letters/cards, socializing, and in-
stant messaging/ texting.

We next compared the baseline mental health of partici-
pants in each condition. The results suggested that participants
in the control group began the intervention period with similar
levels of anxiety, #88.68)=0.87, p=.39 (Control: M=2.17,
sd=0.57, Exp: M=2.06, sd=0.64), depression, #88.82) =
1.00, p =.32 (Control: M =2.23, sd =0.58, Exp: M=2.10, sd-
=0.66), and stress, #90.22)=1.69, p=.09 (Control: M=
2.27, sd=0.54, Exp: M=2.08, sd=0.58). This suggests that
our random assignment of participants to conditions success-
fully distributed people based on their mental health.

To test of hypotheses, we next performed multi-level
modeling for each of the three mental health outcomes. The
first model examined anxiety as the outcome. As hypothe-
sized, this resulted in a significant interaction between time
and condition, b=-.23, se=.06, 1(94)=—-3.83, p<.001 (see
Fig. 1). To dissect this interaction, we computed estimated
marginal means to compare both groups across time. In the
control condition, participants reported higher anxiety during
the post-test, M =2.30, se =.09, than during the pre-test, M =
2.17, se=.09, t=-3.30, p=.001, d = .44. In contrast, the ex-
perimental condition reported less anxiety after the experi-
mental week, M =1.96, se =.09, than before the week began,
M=2.06,se=.09,t=2.15, p=.03, d =.33. This suggests that
people were generally becoming more anxious during this
troubling week. However, making meaning salient was able
to reverse this effect and reduce the amount of anxiety partic-
ipants experienced over the week.

We next performed the same analyses for depression as the
outcome. This again resulted in a significant interaction between
time and condition, b =—.15, se = .06, #(94) = —2.53, p = .01 (see
Fig. 2). The trends were similar to those found for anxiety.
Participants in the control group reported more depression dur-
ing the post-test, M =2.34, se=.09, than during the pre-test,
M=223, se=.09, t=—2.89, p=.005, d=.40. In contrast, for
the experimental group, depression scores decreased from pre-
test, M=2.10, se=.09, to post-test, M =2.07, se=.09, but the
difference was nonsignificant, t=0.75, p = .45, d=.10.
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Fig. 1 The Effect of Condition on Anxiety across Time

A pattern similar to depression emerged for stress. A signif-
icant interaction between time and condition again resulted, b =
=23, se=.07, 1(94)=—3.44, p < .001 (see Fig. 3). Specifically,
the control condition became significantly more stressed during
the week (Pre: M=2.27, se=.08; Post: M=2.44, se=.08), t=
—3.70, p=.005, d = .65, while the experimental condition de-
creased slightly but not significantly (Pre: M=2.08, se=.09;
Post: M=2.02, se=.09), t=1.25, p=.22, d=.16. In general,
the control group became more anxious, depressed, and stressed
during this tough quarantine week. However, making meaning
salient appeared to guard against this effect.

The full dataset and analysis code are available upon re-
quest from the first author.

Discussion

Research on meaning salience has just now begun to explore
the benefits of a momentary awareness of one’s meaning
(Hooker & Masters, 2018; Hooker, Masters, et al., 2020a).
Despite theorizing about both the physical and psychological
benefits of meaning salience, research has yet to examine how
a daily awareness of meaning can affect mental health. Given
the challenging context of the COVID-19 pandemic and sub-
sequent social isolation, we believed it was more important
than ever to understand if meaning salience can additionally
benefit mental health. To this end, we conducted a
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Fig. 2 The Effect of Condition on Depression across Time

longitudinal experiment over the course of one week. The
intervention group reported on their daily activities and mean-
ing associated with them while the control group lived life as
normal.

Alarmingly, the control group grew significantly more anx-
ious, depressed, and stressed during this week. To put this into
context, our experimental period was the week of April 5,
2020. Although the virus had been spreading for months
around the world, quarantine restrictions had just begun in
many U.S. states. Many of these extended well into May
and even June, and many people in the U.S.A. were socially
isolated during this entire period. Studies throughout history
have shown drastic changes in mental health during times of
crisis (Uutela, 2010). If the data from our study is any indica-
tion of the overall decrease in the population’s mental health
throughout this period, it suggests strong effects of these “stay
at home” orders on mental health.

Participants in the experimental group did not experience
these same decreases in mental health. In contrast, they be-
came significantly less anxious and trended toward less de-
pression and stress at the end of the week. Given the strong
trends toward negative mental health in the control group,
these findings are both promising and provide hope that sim-
ple options exist to deal with mental health problems both in
“normal” times and times that are especially challenging. By
spending only a few minutes every day focusing on the activ-
ities they engaged in each day, the time spent on each, and the
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Fig. 3 The Effect of Condition on Stress across Time

meaning gained from each that day, people were able to in-
crease their mental health during a week when most people’s
mental health was decreasing.

Our findings are consistent with past research in both daily
meaning and gratitude research. One study found daily reflec-
tion on things that you are grateful for can increase mental
health, even among those who have experienced trauma
(Kashdan, Uswatte, & Julian, 2006). Other research indicates
the usefulness of making meaning salient for preventing burn-
out and fatigue in high stress environments (Hooker, Post, &
Sherman, 2020b). Together with our current results, evidence
is mounting that meaning salience is a potentially useful tool
for maintaining and even promoting mental health outcomes
in times of crisis.

Limitations and Future Directions

As with any research, this study was not without its limita-
tions. First, despite our efforts to obtain a larger sample, our
efforts resulted in just under 100 participants. As such, future
research should examine these effects in larger samples.
Similarly, our sample was relatively homogeneous (i.e., pre-
dominantly white, married females with children), and future
research would benefit from efforts aimed at collecting data
from a more representative sample of the population. Despite
the importance of examining these effects during COVID-19
restrictions, it would also be beneficial to understand what
they look like when people are able to live life as they
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normally do. During “normal” times, mental health should
not decline over the course of a week. The question then
becomes if the intervention still benefits mental health signif-
icantly more compared to a control group.

Future research should additionally investigate the impacts
of our meaning salience intervention in the context of other
forms of crisis. This could be particularly useful in the context
of other challenging situations worldwide. For example, in the
context of unstable governments or refugee crises, finding the
meaning in everyday moments could be very useful. In fact,
meta-analytic results point to the need to attend to mental
health in these contexts (Porter & Haslam, 2005). A meaning
salience intervention could help people identify the meaning-
ful experiences in an otherwise challenging and chaotic life
and prevent what might otherwise be decreased overall mental
health. The benefits of an intervention aimed at increasing
meaning salience, such as the one used in the current study,
can likely be realized in many contexts due to its easy imple-
mentation across multiple contexts.

Finally, more research is needed on meaning salience and
on developing effective interventions that increase it. To be-
gin, research would benefit from further consideration of how
to operationalize meaning salience in research contexts. One
especially important avenue would be to develop and psycho-
metrically examine a measure of meaning salience. Recently,
the Thoughts of Meaning Scale (TOMS) was developed for
use in a study related to meaning salience (Hooker & Masters,
2018), but it has yet to be psychometrically evaluated in a way
that provides researchers with confidence regarding is reliabil-
ity and validity. This would be a good place for research to
begin. This will then help future intervention research evaluate
the effectiveness of interventions by using the TOMS or an-
other measure of meaning salience as a metric for determining
intervention success.

Conclusion

The current study examined the effects of a simple weeklong
intervention on mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Those reporting how much meaning they derived from their
daily activities reported less anxiety and marginally less depres-
sion and stress a week later. In contrast, the control group
reported significantly worse anxiety, depression and stress from
pre- to post-test. Considering the challenging context of this
experimental week, results suggest that this simple daily activ-
ity is a promising option for those going through tough times
and may prevent otherwise deteriorating mental health from
prolonged isolation.

Data Availability (Data Transparency) The data is available
upon request from the first author.
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Code Availability (Software Application or Custom Code) The
code is available upon request from the first author.
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