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Abstract
This study aimed at examining assumptions from Frankl’s (1946/1998) logotherapy and existential analysis. Using an online 
questionnaire with N = 891 U.K. residents, meaning in life was associated with higher life satisfaction, even when controlling 
for positive and negative affect. Furthermore, meaning in life intensified the positive effects of family role importance and 
work role importance on life satisfaction. Lastly, meaning in life neutralised the combined effect of high family strain and 
high family role importance on lower life satisfaction, but lack of meaning in life aggravated the combined effect of high 
work strain and high work role importance on lower life satisfaction. This study provides evidence of meaning in life as a 
source, a contributing factor, and a protective factor of life satisfaction. Helping people to find meaning through fulfilling 
creative, experiential, and attitudinal values (Frankl, 1950/1996), in personal and/or professional life, is likely to improve 
life satisfaction.

Keywords Meaning in life · Work role importance · Family role importance · Work strain · Family strain · Subjective well-
being

The concept of meaning in life (Frankl, 1946/1998) was 
introduced to psychology, and perhaps to social sciences 
more widely (Konkoly Thege et al., 2010), more than seventy 
years ago. Frankl’s (1946/1998) logotherapy and existential 
analysis have been described as a psychotherapeutic 
approach and as a philosophical model, respectively, that 
both put meaning in life at the centre of human existence. 
Human beings are suggested to search for meaning in life 
(Frankl, 1947/1994), making people’s will to meaning an 
important motivational concept. Experiencing meaning in 
life is not only a uniquely human ability (Frankl, 1946/1998), 
but is a resource that can positively affect indicators of 
well-being (e.g., life satisfaction: Abu-Raiya et al., 2021; 
Joshanloo, 2019; Konkoly Thege & Martos, 2008; Russo-
Netzer et al., 2021b; positive affect: Steger et al., 2006; 
Steger et  al., 2009). Furthermore, empirical evidence 
suggests that meaning in life may have indirect positive 
effects on various outcome measures (e.g., organisational 
commitment: Jiang & Johnson, 2018; proactive coping: 
Miao et al., 2017), which could be mediated through positive 

reflection on experiences and positive affect respectively. 
On the other hand, when people’s will to meaning is 
frustrated—an experience that has been termed existential 
frustration (Frankl, 1947/1994)—people are more likely to 
report psychological symptoms (e.g., depression: Konkoly 
Thege & Martos, 2008) and negative affect (Steger et al., 
2006, 2009).

The aim of the current study was to examine a selection 
of assumptions from Frankl’s (1946/1998) logotherapy and 
existential analysis, using an instrument that is rooted in this 
anthropological framework (i.e., Logo-Test: Lukas, 1986; 
Logo-Test-R: Konkoly Thege et al., 2010). The present 
study aimed at examining meaning in life as a direct source 
of life satisfaction, and as a resource that can support life 
satisfaction (positive psychology perspective) as well as 
protect against impaired life satisfaction (stress psychology 
perspective). More specifically, according to Frankl 
(1946/1998), meaning in life is concerned with people 
transcending themselves (cf. Maslow, 1967, 1969), and not 
with seeking pleasant affect and evading negative affect. 
Accordingly, finding meaning in life may have a positive 
effect on life satisfaction, irrespective of the affective 
undertones of such experiences.

Furthermore, meaning in life is not the same as life 
role importance. Some authors refer to this distinction 
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using the terms ‘meaning’ (i.e., type of experience) and 
‘meaningfulness’ (i.e., amount of significance: Rosso et al., 
2010, p. 94). Frankl (1950/1996) suggested that prioritising 
certain life roles, and especially their idolisation (German: 
‘Vergötzung’) may have detrimental effects. Accordingly, the 
bare importance that people attach to life domains may not 
be sufficient for this resource to display its positive effects 
on life satsifaction, but such effects may be contingent upon 
experiencing meaning in life.

Lastly, meaning in life may be a resource that also helps 
buffering the effects of experiencing life strain. According 
to Frankl (1947/1994), when people find meaning in life, 
miserable circumstances may become less important, reducing 
the negative effects of such experiences on life satisfaction. 
One example of miserable circumstances may be the situation, 
when people experience strain in a favoured life domain, 
making it difficult for them to achieve desired states in this 
domain (e.g., McKnight & Kashdan, 2009). Accordingly, the 
assumption that meaning in life may buffer the negative effects 
of high life strain combined with high life role importance on 
life satisfaction was examined in the current study.

Meaning in life as a source of life satisfaction

According to Frankl (1950/1996), people find meaning in 
life through fulfilling universal values. Existential analysis 
suggests that there are three types of such universal values: 
People can find meaning in life through realising creative 
values (German: ‘schöpferische Werte’), which refers to any 
behaviour through which people create or shape something 
of value. This is not confined to paid labour, but may be 
displayed in any domain of life. Secondly, people can fulfil 
experiential values (German: ‘Erlebniswerte’), and such 
experiences can be socially bound (e.g., love, care), or not 
socially bound (e.g., appreciating nature or art). Lastly, people 
can realise attitudinal values (German: ‘Einstellungswerte’), 
which refers to retaining one’s composure even when exposed 
to suffering, as long as this suffering is not self-inflicted, 
but tragic in nature. Importantly, all the above options of 
finding meaning have in common that people transcend 
themselves, not focusing mainly on their personal well-
being, but devoting themselves to a task or to an experience, 
or confiding in something or someone even when feeling 
hopelessness (Frankl, 1950/1996).

Existential analysis suggests that finding meaning in 
life through fulfilling creative, experiential, and attitudinal 
values is a rewarding experience in itself (Frankl, 
1950/1996), and the main driver of human behaviour (e.g., 
Konkoly Thege et  al., 2010). However, assuming some 
resemblance of the suggested values with some of the 
motives suggested by Maslow (1943), especially the higher-
order need of self-actualisation, and possibly self-esteem, 

one might come to the conclusion that finding meaning in 
life may go along with increased well-being. The notion 
that need fulfilment is associated with satisfaction has a 
long tradition in psychology (e.g., Freud, 1920/1978), and 
also features prominently in theoretical models aiming 
at explaining motivation at work (e.g., Herzberg, 1968; 
Porter & Lawler, 1968; for a discussion of meaning of work 
and work motivation, see Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). 
Furthermore, it might appear plausible that need fulfilment 
is a positive event that is, therefore, more likely to be 
associated with pleasant affect than with unpleasant affect 
(e.g., Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Accordingly, Kashdan 
et  al. (2008) suggested that psychological well-being, 
of which meaning in life is a component (Ryff, 1989), is 
predictive of subjective well-being (Garcia-Alandete, 2015), 
which comprises satisfaction and pleasant affect (Diener, 
1984). Furthermore, Diener et al., (2012, p. 334) suggested 
that meaning in life may be inherently rewarding, and “might 
contribute to life satisfaction beyond a person’s pleasant 
and unpleasant feelings.” Empirical evidence supports the 
assumption that psychological well-being (Gallagher et al., 
2009), and finding meaning in life in particular (Konkoly 
Thege & Martos, 2008), may be associated with subjective 
well-being (e.g., Joshanloo, 2019; Ryan & Huta, 2009).

Existential analysis acknowledged the potential positive 
effect of meaning in life on subjective well-being, but 
considered this as a mere byproduct of finding meaning in 
life (Frankl, 1950/1996). Following on from the discussion 
above, the first hypothesis that was examined in the current 
study was: 

Meaning in life contributes to higher life satisfaction, 
beyond the effects of positive and negative affect (H1).

Meaning in life as a resource supporting life 
satisfaction

Frankl (1946/1998) suggested that finding meaning can 
be considered a psychological resource, even irrespective 
of any affective undertones that this experience may have. 
Furthermore, and importantly, fulfilling creative, experiential, 
and attitudinal values are universal ways to finding meaning in 
life. In other words, these values, and their meaning, are always 
already there (Frankl, 1950/1996), but people need to fulfil 
them in order to find meaning in their lives. Accordingly, the 
importance that individuals attach to these values, and possibly 
to corresponding life roles (e.g., work roles and family roles 
to fulfil creative and experiential values), is not essential for 
the experience of meaning in life. On the contrary, prioritising 
some of these values, and especially their idolisation may have 
severly detrimental effects (Frankl, 1950/1996).
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Contemporary psychology often suggests that the 
psychological importance that people attach to life roles (i.e., 
life role importance: e.g., Eddleston et al., 2006) is a source of 
well-being. Bagger et al. (2008) consider life role importance 
as related to self-definitions and sense of identity. There 
is empirical evidence suggesting that life role importance 
(e.g., Wayne et al., 2006) as well as the centrality of certain 
identity facets (e.g., Mossakowski, 2003) are associated with 
increased well-being (e.g., life satisfaction: Martire et al., 
2000). Such effects may occur because life role importance 
might give people behavioural guidance (Thoits, 1991), leading 
to resources being allocated to corresponding life domains 
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006), which in turn might result in 
achieving desired outcomes in those domains (Ford et al., 
2007). In one of the rare studies examining the relationships 
between meaning in life, life role importance, and well-being, 
role importance was associated with meaning, which, in turn, 
positively influenced inidicators of well-being in a sample of 
volunteers (Thoits, 2012).

What might be equally plausible, however, is to consider the 
positive effects of life role importance as potentially contingent 
upon experiencing meaning in life. Wayne et al. (2007) argued 
that positive spillover between life domains (e.g., work domain 
and family domain enrich each other, rather than being in 
conflict with each other) can be experienced through fulfilling 
multiple role responsibilities. The latter notion points to the idea 
of people transcending themselves (Frankl, 1950/1996; “factors 
beyond immediate pleasure”: Diener et al., 2012, p. 334), rather 
than to finding enrichment due to the bare importance attached 
to the corresponding life roles. Following on from the above 
discussion, it was hypothesised that meaning in life moderates 
the association between life role importance and life satisfaction. 
More specifically the assumptions examined in the current 
research were:

Meaning in life moderates the association between work 
role importance and life satisfaction: When meaning in 
life is high, the association between higher work role 
importance and higher life satisfaction is stronger than 
when meaning in life is low (H2 a).
Meaning in life moderates the association between 
family role importance and life satisfaction: When 
meaning in life is high, the association between higher 
family role importance and higher life satisfaction is 
stronger than when meaning in life is low (H2 b).

Meaning in life as a resource protecting 
against impaired life satisfaction

For illustrating purposes, Frankl (1946/1998) referred to 
Nietzsche’s (1889/1997, p. 6) aphorism “If you have your 
why for life, you can get by with almost any how.—Humanity 

does not strive for happiness; only the English do.” 
Existential analysis suggests that when people find meaning 
in their lives (‘why’), miserable circumstances of these lives 
(‘how’) become less important. And with explicit reference 
to attitudinal values, Frankl (1950/1996) suggested that the 
‘how’ of suffering points to the ‘why’ of suffering, i.e., the 
way people suffer is their answer to the question after the 
why of suffering. Accordingly, meaning in life is described 
as a resource that can not only contribute to well-being, but 
also protect against impaired well-being (Frankl, 1947/1994).

The assumption that psychological resources can 
mitigate negative effects on well-being is common in 
psychology. In stress psychology, for example, resources, 
such as self-efficacy, social support, and coping efficacy, 
are seen as potential buffers of the association between 
stressor and strain (e.g., Carver et al., 1989; Johnson & 
Hall, 1988). With view to meaning in life as a potential 
protective resource, it has been suggested that meaning-
making may allow people to react f lexibly to and 
“accommodate stress or trauma” (McKnight & Kashdan, 
2009, p. 247). Empirical evidence suggests that meaning 
in life may indeed be a buffer variable mitigating the 
negative effect of unpleasant experiences on indicators 
of well-being (e.g., life satisfaction: Diener et al., 2012; 
Joshanloo, 2018) as well as on indicators of impaired 
well-being (e.g., negative affect: Burrow et al., 2014; 
depression: Guzman, 2017).

The current study focused on the potentially threatening 
situation of experiencing strain in a domain with high life 
role importance. As discussed earlier, life role importance 
may be a resource supporting well-being, but when strain 
is experienced in the corresponding domain, then life role 
importance may lose its positive effects (Thoits, 1992), or 
it might, perhaps, even aggravate negative effects of life 
strain on well-being. McKnight and Kashdan (2009, p. 
244), for example, suggested that people who attach great 
importance to a certain domain “may become disheartened 
if the obstacles become too great to overcome”. In one the 
rare studies about life strain, meaning in life and impaired 
well-being, Guzman (2017) found particularly high levels 
of depression in men reporting high work strain and low 
meaning in life. Guzman’s (2017) study did not allow to 
examine this, but suggested that lack of meaning in life 
might aggravate the negative effect of high work strain 
combined with high work role importance on well-being.

Following on from the discussion above, in the present 
study, the assumption was that meaning in life could 
be a protective resource, that buffers negative effects 
on well-being (Frankl, 1947/1994). More specifically, 
it was hypothesised that meaning in life moderates the 
combined effect of life strain and life role importance on 
life satisfaction. Accordingly, the assumptions examined 
in the current research were:
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Meaning in life moderates the combined effect of work 
strain and work role importance on life satisfaction: 
When meaning in life is high, the combined effect of 
high work strain and high work role importance on 
lower life satisfaction is weaker than when meaning 
is life is low (H3 a).
Meaning in life moderates the combined effect of family 
strain and family role importance on life satisfaction: 
When meaning in life is high, the combined effect of 
high family strain and high family role importance on 
lower life satisfaction is weaker than when meaning is 
life is low (H3 a).

Study overview and conceptual models

In summary, this study aimed at investigating meaning 
in life’s direct and moderating effects on life satisfaction. 
More precisly, the potential effect of meaning in life on 
life satisfaction was examined (H1) first. Importantly, the 
assumption was that meaning in life would be associated 
with life satisfaction, beyond positive and negative affect’s 
influence on life satisfaction. In the next step, meaning 
in life was examined as a variable that might support life 
satisfaction, by strengthening the effects of work role 
importance (H2 a) as well as family role importance (H2 

b) on life satisfaction (positive psychology perspective). 
Lastly, meaning in life was examined as a variable that might 
protect against impaired life satisfaction, by buffering the 
effects of combined work strain and work role importance 
(H3 a) as well as combined family strain and family role 
importance (H3 b) on life satisfaction (stress psychology 
perspective) (Figs. 1 and 2).

Method

Sample and procedure

Eight-hundred-and-ninety-one U.K. resident respondents 
participated in the study overall. Due to missing data, 
however, the sample size for analyses varied (N = 838—891),  
depending on the variables involved. In an attempt to 
maximise the potential of the current research, and in order 
to treat study participants with respect (e.g., Oates et al., 
2021), the decision was taken not to exclude respondents 
with partially missing data, but to make the most of the 
data available. Forty-nine percent of respondents indicated 
that they were female, 91% described themselves as white, 
and 98% stated that they were U.K. citizens. Respondents’ 
average age was 43.3 years (SD = 11.5). In terms of highest 
educational attainment, 35% of respondents indicated that 
they had an Undergraduate Degree or Postgraduate Diploma, 

Fig. 1  Overview of hypotheses 
H1, H2 a, and H2 b

H2 a                                   H2 b

H1
Meaning in life Life satisfaction

Work role importance Family role importance

Fig. 2  Overview of hypotheses 
H3 a and H3 b

H3a                             H3 b

Meaning in life Life satisfaction

Work role importance Family role importance

Work strain Family strain
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29% reported that they were Secondary School leavers, and 
18% completed Technical College. Ninety-three percent of 
respondents indicated that they were currently employed, and 
respondents had been working with their current employer 
at an average of 9.3  years (SD = 8.6). The majority of 
respondents reported to be married (49%), or to be single 
(28%), and, on average, respondents had one child (SD = 1.3).

Invitations to participate in the study were distributed 
widely via e-mail. Additionally, the survey was circulated 
by posting the invitation on internet platforms, that 
appeared to be relevant to the study’s focus (i.e., well-being 
in life). Invitations contained an explanation of the aim 
of the study, along with the assurance that participation 
would be voluntary, that respondents could withdraw 
from participating at any time, that their responses 
would be treated confidentially, and that data would be 
analysed at aggregate level. Potential respondents willing 
to participate accessed an online questionnaire through a 
link at the end of the invitation.

Instruments

Respondents provided demographic information, and answered 
scales assessing meaning in life, work role importance and 
family role importance, work strain and family strain, life 
satisfaction as well as positive and negative affect.

Meaning in life This variable was assessed using eight 
items developed by Lukas (1986), which were adapted by 
Konkoly Thege et al. (2010). Instead of asking directly 
for levels of meaning in life (e.g., Steger et al., 2006), the 
instrument captures the extent to which respondents fulfil 
values, and considers this as an indicator of finding meaning 
in life. Sample items read ‘There is a special activity that 
particularly interests me, about which I always want to 
learn more, and on which I work whenever I have the time’ 
(creative values), ‘I find pleasure in experiences of certain 
kinds, e.g., arts, nature, and I do not want to miss out on 
them’ (experiential values), and ‘When suffering, worry or 
sickness arises in my life, I make great efforts to improve 
the situation’ (attitudinal values). Respondents used answer 
categories ranging from 1 = not characteristic of me at all to 
5 = very characteristic of me. Konkoly Thege et al. (2010) 
reported a scale reliability of α = 0.75 for a 14-item version 
of the scale. In the current study, the scale had a reliability 
of α = 0.78.

Life role importance According to Delle Fave et al. (2011), 
people see their work role and their family role as the most 
important (‘meaningful’) domains of their lives, with family 
being more significant than work. Work role importance and 
family role importance were assessed using items developed 

by Lodahl and Kejner (1965) and Lobel and St. Clair (1992), 
which were adapted by Eddleston et al. (2006). Each scale 
comprises four items and asks respondents to indicate the 
importance that they attach to their work role and family 
role respectively (e.g., ‘I am very much involved personally 
in my work/family’), with answer categories ranging from 
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Eddleston 
et al. (2006) reported scale reliabilities of 0.84 and 0.92 
respectively. In the current study, the scale reliabilities were 
0.87 and 0.95.

Life strain Work strain was assessed using a scale developed 
by Motowidlo et al. (1986), which was used, among others, 
by Bolino and Turnley (2005). The items were rephrased to 
capture family strain. A sample item reads: ‘I feel a great 
deal of stress because of my work/family’, and answer 
categories range from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 
agree. Bolino and Turnley (2005) reported a scale reliability 
of 0.87 for work strain. In the current study, the scale 
reliabilities for work strain and family strain were 0.77 and 
0.71 respectively.

Life satisfaction This variable was assessed using Diener 
et  al.’s (1985) satisfaction with life scale. The scale 
comprises five items (e.g., ‘I am satisfied with my life’), 
with answer categories ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree. Diener et al. (1985) reported a scale 
reliability of 0.87. In the current study, the reliability of this 
scale was 0.91.

Positive and negative affect Using an instrument developed 
by Watson et al. (1988), respondents indicated the extent 
to which they had experienced ten positive and ten 
negative feelings ‘during the past few weeks’ (e.g., ‘proud’, 
‘enthusiastic’ and ‘ashamed’, ‘guilty’, respectively). 
Answer categories ranged from 1 = very slightly or not at 
all to 5 = extremely. Watson et al. (1988) reported scale 
reliabilities ranging from 0.86 to 0.90 for positive affect and 
ranging from 0.84 and 0.87 for negative affect. In the current 
study the reliabilities were 0.89 and 0.92.

Table 1 shows the intercorrelations between study vari-
ables, along with descriptive statistics, and scale reliabilities.

Data analysis

Hypotheses were examined with regression analyses, using 
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences software 
(SPSS-27). The direct association between meaning and life 
and life satisfaction (H1) was investigated with a regression 
that additionally contained positive and negative effect as 
control variables. The latter was done, in order to ensure 
that a potential effect of meaning in life on life satisfaction 
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was beyond any influence that positive affect and negative 
affect may have (e.g., Frankl, 1950/1996). Furthermore, 
this allowed to focus exclusively on life satisfaction as the 
attitudinal component of subjective well-being (Diener 
et al., 2012). In the remaining analyses, positive affect and 
negative effect were included as well. This may, additionally, 
have addressed potential issues with common method 
variance, because moods can affect ratings on self-report 
questionnaires (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Potential moderator effects of meaning in life on the 
association between work role importance (H2 a) as well 
as family role importance (H2 b) and life satisfaction were 
examined using moderated regression analysis (i.e., analyses 
contained the interaction terms ‘work role importance’ x 
‘meaning life’ and ‘family role importance’ x ‘meaning in 
life’ respectively). The interaction term must yield statistical 
significance to qualify a moderator effect (Baron & Kenny, 
1986). Following a recommendation by Aiken and West 
(1991), both variables were centred before computing the 
interaction term. As moderator effects are generally difficult 
to detect in applied research (Villa et  al., 2003), each 
moderator effect was investigated in a separate regression 
analysis.

Examining the potential moderator effect of meaning in 
life on the combined effect of work strain and work role 
importance (H2 a) as well as family strain and family 
role importance (H2 b) on life satisfaction, required 
investigating the three-way interaction terms ‘work strain’ 
x ‘work role importance’ x ‘meaning in life’ and ‘family 
strain’ x ‘family role importance’ x ‘meaning in life’ 
respectively. These regression analyses also contained 
three two-way interaction terms (i.e., ‘work strain’ x ‘work 
role importance’, ‘work strain’ x ‘meaning in life’, ‘work 
role importance’ x ‘meaning in life’, and ‘family strain’ x 
‘family role importance’, ‘family strain’ x ‘meaning in life’, 
‘family role importance’ x ‘meaning in life’ respectively). 
This allowed to determine whether the three-way interaction 

term had a unique additional contribution (Dawson, 2014; 
Dawson et al., 2006), beyond what might be attributable to 
two-way interaction terms.

Results

Preliminary analyses

The correlations between study variables presented in 
Table 1 did not cause concern with regards to common 
method variance. Nevertheless, using exploratory factor 
analysis, Harman’s one-factor test was conducted, and did 
not identify a general or single factor (Podsakoff et al., 
2003), but the extracted factor explained 21% of variance. 
Additionally, confirmatory factor analyses using AMOS-27 
showed that an eight-factor model fitted better with the data 
(χ2 = 7,414.78, df = 1,080, Cmin/df = 6.87, comparative fit 
index [CFI] = 0.77, root mean square error of approximation 
[RMSEA] = 0.08) than a one-factor model (χ2 = 21,316.17, 
df = 1,080, Cmin/df = 19.74, CFI = 0.27, RMSEA = 0.14 
[χ 2

difference = 13,901.39, dfdifference = 7, p < 0.001]). 
Accordingly, the constructs in the current study may be 
partly overlapping, but not redundant.

In order to detect additional potentially relevant control 
variables (i.e., apart from positive affect and negative affect), 
relationships between respondents’ demographic variables 
and life satisfaction were explored. These analyses showed 
that there were no gender differences in life satisfaction 
(t(850) = 0.21, p = 0.833), that age was unrelated to life 
satisfaction (r = -0.05, p = 0.181), that level of educational 
attainment did not affect life satisfaction (F(5,852) = 1.83, 
p = 0.104), and that there was no association between 
tenure with current employer and life satisfaction (r = 0.06, 
p = 0.079). Furthermore, however, number of children 
was associated with life satisfaction (r = 0.15, p < 0.001), 
and relationship type was related with life satisfaction 

Table 1  Intercorrelations 
between study variables

** p < .01, *** p < .001. For all scales: 1 = low, 5 = high. MIL meaning in life; PA positive affect; NA nega-
tive affect; WRI work role importance; FRI family role importance; WSTR work strain; FSTR family strain, 
LS  Life satisfaction. Scale reliabilities are shown in the principal diagonal

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

N = 838—891
1. MIL 3.52 .57 (.78)
2. PA 3.15 .78 .50*** (.92)
3. NA 2.13 .87 -.01 .04 (.89)
4. WRI 2.85 .90 .41*** .30*** .11** (.87)
5. FRI 3.93 .91 .39*** .22*** -.12** -.09** (.95)
6. WSTR 3.06 .83 -.05 -.13*** .25*** .03 .03 (.77)
7. FSTR 2.58 .85 -.17*** -.19*** .39*** .14*** -.24*** .18*** (.71)
8. LS 3.15 .85 .35*** .48*** -.12*** .24*** .29*** -.22*** -.24*** (.91)
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(F(4,851) = 20.45, p < 0.001). Follow-up analyses showed 
that married respondents reported higher life satisfaction 
than respondents who were not married.

Accordingly, number of children and a dummy-coded 
variable describing marital status (0 = not married; 
1 = married) were entered as additional control variables in 
analyses. This increased the maximum number of predictor 
variables from nine (i.e., positive affect and negative affect, 
meaning in life, work role importance and work strain, or 
family role importance and family strain respectively, three 
two-way interaction terms and one three-way interaction term) 
to eleven. A power analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007, 
2009) showed that the study’s minimum sample size of N = 838 
was still sufficient to detect relatively small effects, with a 
significance level of α = 0.05, and a power of 1 – β = 0.95.

Meaning in life as a source of life satisfaction (H1)

As can be seen from the correlations presented in Table 1, 
there was evidence suggesting that, as expected, meaning in 
life was associated with higher life satisfaction (r = 0.35). When 
controlling for positive and negative affect, this association 
remained significant (β = 0.12; see Table 2: step 2). Although 
not the focus of the first hypothesis, further correlational 
evidence suggested that meaning in life was also associated with 
higher positive affect (r = 0.50), higher work role importance 
as well as higher family role importance (r = 0.41 and r = 0.39 
respectively), and lower family strain (r = -0.17).

Meaning in life as a resource supporting life 
satisfaction (H2)

As expected, the interaction terms work role importance x 
meaning in life (H2 a) as well as family role importance x 
meaning in life (H2 b) were significant predictors of life 
satisfaction (β = 0.06 and β = 0.07 respectively; see Tables 2 
and 3: step 4). As is illustrated in Figs. 3 and 4, there were 
stronger associations between work role importance as 
well as family role importance and higher life satsfaction 
for respondents reporting high meaning in life than for 
respondents reporting low meaning in life. These findings 
support hypotheses 2 a and 2 b.

Meaning in life as a resource protecting 
against impaired life satisfaction (H3)

The interaction term work strain x work role importance 
x meaning in life (H3 a) was a significant predictor of life 
satisfaction (β = 0.07; see Table 4: step 5). As is illustrated 
in Fig. 5, there were more pronounced negative associations 
between work strain and life satisfaction for respondents 
reporting high work role importance (see regression 
lines (1) and (3)). For respondents with high work role 
importance and low meaning in life (see regression line 
(1)), however, this negative association was stronger. 
Accordingly, respondents with high work strain, high work 
role importance, and low meaning in life reported the lowest 

Table 2  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with work role 
importance as predictor and meaning in life as moderator variable

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Marital status: 0 = not married; 
1 = married. For all scales: 1 = low, 5 = high

β

Predictors Step Model

Step 1
  number of children
  marital status

.02

.22***
.02
.22***

  positive affect .46*** .39***
  negative affect -.13*** -.14***
  ΔR2 .30***

Step 2
  meaning in life (MIL) .12*** .09*
  ΔR2 .01***

Step 3
  work role importance (WRI) .11*** .11**
  ΔR2 .01***

Step 4
  WRI x MIL .06* .06*
  ΔR2 .00*

Total R2 (adjusted R2) .33 (.32)

Table 3  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with family role 
importance as predictor and meaning in life as moderator variable

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Marital status: 0 = not married; 
1 = married. For all scales: 1 = low, 5 = high

β

Predictors Step Model

Step 1
  number of children
  marital status

.02

.22***
.00
.19***

  positive affect .46*** .40***
  negative affect -.13*** -.12***
  ΔR2 .30***

Step 2
  meaning in life (MIL) .12*** .09*
  ΔR2 .01***

Step 3
  family role importance (FRI) .09** .11**
  ΔR2 .01**

Step 4
  FRI x MIL .07* .07*
  ΔR2 .00*

Total R2 (adjusted R2) .33 (.32)
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level of life satisfaction. This finding shows that meaning in 
life affects the combined effect of work strain and work role 
importance on life satisfaction. Admittedly, however, as the 
nature of this interaction effect was not as predicted, this 
finding lends only partial support to hypothesis 3 a.

The interaction terms work strain x work role importance 
as well as work role importance x meaning in life were 
significant predictors of life satisfaction as well (β = -0.08 
and β = 0.06 respectively; see Table 4: step 4). However, 
these interactions were qualified by the three-way 
interaction.

The interaction term family strain x family role 
importance x meaning in life (H3 b) was a significant 
predictor of life satisfaction (β = 0.07; see Table 5: step 5). 
As is illustrated in Fig. 6, for the majority of respondents, 
there was a negative association between family strain and 
life satisfaction (see regression lines (1), (2), and (4)). For 
respondents with high family role importance and high 
meaning in life (see regression line (3)), however, there was 
no association between family strain and life satisfaction. 
Accordingly, repondents with high family role importance 
and high meaning in life reported the highest level level of 

life satisfaction, irrespective of family strain. This finding 
supports hypothesis 3 b.

The interaction terms family strain x meaning in life 
as well as family role importance x meaning in life were 
significant predictors of life satisfaction as well (β = 0.07 and 
β = 0.08 respectively; see Table 5: step 4). However, these 
interactions were qualified by the three-way interaction.
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Fig. 3  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with work role 
importance as predictor and meaning in life as moderator. Note: 
low = M—1 SD, high = M + 1 SD. WRI = work role importance
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Fig. 4  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with family role 
importance as predictor and meaning in life as moderator. Note: 
low = M—1 SD, high = M + 1 SD. FRI = family role importance

Table 4  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with work strain as 
predictor and work role importance and meaning in life as moderators

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Marital status: 0 = not married; 
1 = married. For all scales: 1 = low, 5 = high

β

Predictors Step Model

Step 1
  number of children
  marital status

.02

.22***
.03
.21***

  positive affect .46*** .37***
  negative affect -.12*** -.10***
  ΔR2 .30***

Step 2
  meaning in life (MIL) .12*** .08*
  ΔR2 .01***

Step 3
  work strain (WSTR) -.13*** -.16***
  work role importance (WRI) .11*** .11***
  ΔR2 .03***

Step 4
  WSTR x WRI -.08* -.08**
  WSTR x MIL .00 .03
  WRI x MIL .05* .06*
  ΔR2 .01*

Step 5
  WSTR x WRI x MIL .07* .07*
  ΔR2 .00*

Total R2 (adjusted R2) .34 (.34)
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Fig. 5  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with work strain as 
predictor and work role importance and meaning in life as modera-
tor variables. Note: low = M—1 SD, high = M + 1 SD. WSTR = work 
strain
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Discussion

This study aimed at examining assumptions from Frankl’s 
(1946/1998) logotherapy and existential analysis, using 
an instrument assessing meaning in life that is rooted in 
this anthropological framework (Konkoly Thege et  al., 

2010; Lukas, 1986). Meaning in life was assumed to be 
a direct source of well-being, to be a supporting resource 
contributing to well-being (positive psychology perspective), 
and to be a protective resource against impaired well-being 
(stress psychology perspective). Data analyses provided 
support for most hypotheses.

Analyses showed that meaning in life was a direct 
predictor of life satisfaction, and this association remained 
significant, even when controlling for positive and negative 
affect (H1). This finding is in line with Frankl’s (1950/1996) 
initial suggestion and evidence reported in the research 
literature (e.g., Abu-Raiya et al., 2021; Joshanloo, 2019; 
Russo-Netzer et al., 2021b). Importantly, meaning in life was 
associated with life satisfaction beyond positive and negative 
affect, even when using a sample with a considerable 
proportion of English people (cf. Nietzsche, 1889/1997). 
Furthermore, the finding indicates that meaning is not mainly 
concerned with the immediate self-interest of experiencing 
pleasant feelings (Frankl, 1950/1996; cf. Maslow, 1961), and 
that life satisfaction, as an attitudinal judgement, is not the 
same as positive affect (Diener et al., 2012).

Meaning in life intensified the positive effects of work 
role importance as well as family role importance on life 
satisfaction (H2 a and H2 b). This finding is aligned with 
what Frankl (1950/1996) suggested, and with later notions 
in the research literature (e.g., Wayne et al., 2007). Notably, 
however, this effect occurred for both work role importance 
and family role importance, indicating that meaning in 
life is a resource that can positively affect life satisfaction, 
irrespective of the particular life domain under consideration. 
In other words, people may find satisfaction through attaching 
importance to certain life domains, but finding meaning in 
life through fulfilling universal values (Frankl, 1950/1996) 
ensures that life role importance can display its positive 
effects. Accordingly, fulfilling creative, experiential and 
attitudinal values, irrespective of any affective undertones 
of this experience (Frankl, 1946/1998), may be considered 
a resource supporting life satisfaction across life domains.

Furthermore, study findings suggested that meaning in 
life may have a buffering effect on the negative influence 
of family strain combined with family role importance on 
life satisfaction (H3 b). It had been suggested that life role 
importance may not only lose its positive effect on well-
being, when strain is experienced in the corresponding life 
domain (Thoits, 1992), but may even have a detrimental 
effect on well-being (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009). Frankl 
(1946/1998) suggested that when people find meaning in 
their lives, difficult circumstances become less important, 
pointing to meaning in life as a resource that may protect 
against impaired well-being, by allowing flexibility and 
accommodation (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009). The findings 
from the current study support this assumption, and extend 
earlier empirical evidence (e.g., Burrow et al., 2014; Diener 

Table 5  Moderated regression on life satisfaction with family strain 
as predictor and family role importance and meaning in life as mod-
erators

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Marital status: 0 = not married; 
1 = married. For all scales: 1 = low, 5 = high

β

Predictors Step Model

Step 1
  number of children
  marital status

.02

.22***
.01
.19***

  positive affect .46*** .37***
  negative affect -.13*** -.08**
  ΔR2 .30***

Step 2
  meaning in life (MIL) .12*** .11**
  ΔR2 .01***

Step 3
  family strain (FSTR) -.10** -.12***
  family role importance (FRI) .07* .09*
  ΔR2 .01*

Step 4
  FSTR x FRI .00 .02
  FSTR x MIL .07* .07*
  FRI x MIL .08** .08**
  ΔR2 .01*

Step 5
  FSTR x FRI x MIL .07* .07*
  ΔR2 .00*

Total R2 (adjusted R2) .34 (.33)
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strain
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et al., 2012), indicating that meaning may not only buffer 
negative effects of, for example, changes in life satisfaction 
and unpleasant affect, but also the negative consequences of 
domain-specific life strain.

With regards to the expectation that meaning in life may 
equally moderate the negative effect of work strain combined 
with work role importance (H3 a), the findings of the current 
study provided only partial support. Meaning in life did not 
buffer, but lack of meaning in life aggravated the negative 
effect of work strain combined with work role importance on 
life satisfaction. Whereas the nature of this interaction effect 
is not as expected, it is still aligned with the notion in the 
literature that lack of meaning may be a risk factor (Frankl, 
1947/1994), which may contribute to impaired well-being 
(Guzman, 2017).

The finding that meaning in life buffered negative effects 
in the family domain, but lack of meaning in life aggravated 
negative effects in the work domain, may point to important 
differences between these two life domains. In general, 
people attach less importance to the work domain than to 
the family domain (Delle Fave et al., 2011). Furthermore, 
work domain and family domain may both be considered as 
obligatory (Thoits, 1992), but the work domain, perhaps, 
more so than the family domain, because performing work 
roles may allow less flexibility and autonomy with resource 
allocation than fulfilling family roles. Accordingly, it may 
be more difficult for people to use resources to create desired 
states (Ford et al., 2007) in the work domain than in the 
family domain.

Limitations and conclusions

Whereas a cross-sectional study design might be deemed 
appropriate for addressing the aims of the current study, 
longitudinal data would have allowed interesting data-
analytical options. Empirical evidence suggests that meaning 
in life is not systematically associated with age (e.g., 
Konkoly Thege et al., 2010), but meaning may still vary over 
time, possibly resulting in stronger or weaker effects on well-
being. Similarly, it would be interesting to account for the 
extent to which respondents had been exposed to life strain. 
Perhaps, meaning in life plays a more or less important 
role, depending on how long people have tried to cope with 
life strain. The current study only accounted for work role 
and family role, but there are more life roles (e.g., leisure 
roles, voluntary unpaid work roles), which may, arguably, 
also vary with regards to perceived obligation, and could 
be taken into account in a future study. Furthermore, it may 
be promising to differentiate between specific roles within 
a broader life domain (e.g., partner role, parent role), which 
would allow a more fine-grained analysis. Similarly, it might 
be interesting to use domain-specific measures of meaning 
in life (e.g., meaning in work life, meaning in family life), or 

even to account separately for different types of values (i.e., 
creative, experiential, and attitudinal values). According to 
Frankl (1950/1996), these values are universal, and together 
they form the source of meaning in life. Accordingly, a 
measure of overall meaning in life was used in the current 
study. However, differentiating between specific roles within 
life domains and/or types of values may have resulted in a 
greater match between predictor, moderator, and outcome 
variables (Cohen & Wills, 1985; De Jonge & Dormann, 
2006), possibly revealing stronger moderator effects.

This study provided evidence of the importance of 
meaning in life as a resource contributing to well-being 
and protecting against impaired well-being. Admittedly, 
the strengths of individual effects were not overwhelming. 
Taken together, however, meaning in life directly affected 
life satisfaction, intensified the positive effect of work role 
importance as well as family role importance, buffered the 
negative effect of combined family strain and family role 
importance, and aggravated the negative effect of combined 
work strain and work role importance. Given that such 
effects are likely to accumulate over time and situations, 
this indicates that meaning in life may be a relevant predictor 
of life satisfaction.

Importantly, Frankl’s (1946/1998) conceptualisation of 
meaning in life puts much of an emphasis on the notion of 
people transcending themselves (cf. Maslow, 1967, 1969), but 
does not present and discuss this mainly with view to religion. 
Nevertheless, the findings of the current study may contribute 
to a growing body of knowledge about the importance of 
spirituality and related concepts, including, but not limited 
to, gratitude and optimism (e.g., Russo-Netzer et al., 2021a), 
religiousness (Abu-Raiya et al., 2021), compassion (Aslan 
et  al., 2022), and psychological richness (i.e., variety of 
experience as a source of well-being: Oishi & Westgate, 2021).

From a more practical perspective, important study 
implications can be highlighted as well. According to 
McKnight and Kashdan (2009), understanding how people 
live can be helpful to give guidance. This can be relevant at 
individual level (e.g., counselling), but also in organisational 
settings. Frankl (1950/1996) suggested that people can 
find meaning through fulfilling creative, experiential, and 
attitudinal values, and the current study provides evidence 
that meaning not only directly affects life satisfaction, 
but additionally in combination with life role importance 
and life strain. Therefore, in order to positively influence 
people’s life satisfaction, they could be encouraged to 
fulfil values in their daily lives. Importantly, meaning in 
life displays positive effects across life domains. People 
can benefit from this positive spillover (e.g., Greenhaus 
& Powell, 2006), in that meaning found through fulfilling 
any of the three types of universal values, in combination 
with the importance attached to either of the life domains 
considered in the current study, may positively affect life 
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satisfaction. Furthermore, people do not necessarily need to 
suffer from miserable circumstances and adverse events in 
a specific domain, as this experience might be compensated 
through finding meaning in another domain. The current 
study suggests that this may apply to the negative effects of 
family strain in particular.

Organisations that are interested in their members’ well-
being could create opportunities to fulfil values, thereby 
increasing the likelihood that their members find meaning in 
life, which in turn may contribute to higher life satisfaction. 
Furthermore, Cartwright and Holmes (2006) suggested that 
finding meaning in work may be associated with higher 
employee engagement and lower cynicism, both of which 
can be considered as indicators of organisational well-being 
(e.g., Palmer et al., 2004).

Whilst the adverse health outcomes of work stress are 
well documented (e.g., psychophysiological strain: Nwaogu 
& Chan, 2021), the current study focused on the negative 
effects of work strain on life satisfaction. Work strain is 
difficult to avoid completely, and employers would usually 
appreciate high work role importance in their members. 
Importantly, however, organisations need to ensure that their 
members do not experience lack of meaning. Based on the 
findings of the current study, aggravated negative effects of 
work strain on life satisfaction can be expected, when people 
experience lack of meaning in life, especially when their 
work role importance is high.
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