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Abstract: This study investigates the impact of the childhood family environment on reported
meaning in life among emerging adults (1 = 507) at a private, urban, religious university. This
study found that participants who reported growing up in an emotionally warm family environment
ultimately reported more meaning in life as adults and that this effect was mediated by loneliness.
This suggests that people from emotionally cold and rejecting early family environments may struggle
with meaning in life as adults because they are lonelier. This research contributes a developmental
perspective to understanding meaning in life. The public health implications of these findings are
discussed. Future research should consider accounting for the effects of early life experiences on
meaning in life.
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1. Relationship between Meaning in Life and the Childhood Family Environment in
Emerging Adults

Over the last two decades, a growing body of research has emerged on the construct
of meaning in life [1,2], but very few studies have investigated meaning in life from a
developmental perspective [3]. How might childhood factors, such as the childhood
family environment, impact whether one has a sense of meaning in life in adulthood? The
childhood family environment influences the mental and physical health of children as
they grow into adulthood. Research shows that growing up in an emotionally cold and
risky family environment predicts mental and physical illness in adulthood [4-6], while
growing up in a family environment defined by warmth, security, and safety predicts
positive mental and physical health outcomes [7,8].

The existing research on the link between the childhood family environment and
mental health in adulthood often conceptualizes mental health as the absence of negative
symptoms or psychopathology [9]. However, research indicates that the absence of the
negativity does not necessarily produce positive outcomes, such as flourishing and positive
functioning, e.g., [7,10]. Thus, there is very little research examining the link between
childhood factors and positive mental health factors. As Whitaker and colleagues pointed
out [9], only six known studies have examined the impact of parental warmth in childhood
on wellbeing in adulthood (seven studies after including the study by Whitaker and
colleagues [9]). However, none of these studies have specifically investigated meaning in
life as an outcome variable.

In addition, much of the existing body of research has examined the link between
meaning and health among midlife and older adults, e.g., [10-12]. No known studies have
specifically investigated the link between parenting received in childhood and meaning
among emerging adults. Emerging adulthood is an important period of psychosocial
development for several reasons [13]. First, emerging adulthood represents the first time,
for many, of being away from the childhood family environment for extended periods of
time. Second, psychologists have argued that healthy development in emerging adulthood
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requires the exploration and definition of selfhood and values and the cultivation of
meaning and purpose [13-15]. According to Damon [16], a key indicator of positive and
healthy development among emerging adults is cultivating a purpose and possessing a
sense of meaning in life. However, as Hill and colleagues pointed out [3], people who
experienced adversity in childhood and adolescence have more difficulty with these tasks.

This study seeks to fill these gaps by investigating how a person’s childhood family
environment influences that person’s sense of meaning in life in emerging adulthood.
Specifically, this study asks: Does the emotional warmth, security, and safety that children
experience in their relationships to their parents and within the household impact the
degree to which they believe their lives are meaningful as emerging adults? This study
seeks to fill an additional gap. Though much research has linked parenting and adult
mental health, few studies have investigated why such a link exists; is there a mediator that
may explain why the childhood family environment impacts their sense of meaning in life
in emerging adulthood?

One potential mediator between the childhood family environment and meaning
in life in emerging adulthood is perceived loneliness. The ability to form healthy and
satisfying intimate relationships in adulthood is greatly influenced by the childhood family
environment, which includes the emotional quality of the parenting received by the child
and whether the household environment was risky (e.g., the presence of violence, drug or
alcohol abuse, and general chaos) [6,17]. As emerging adults leave their families of origin
and enter new social worlds, however, they struggle with this task and suffer from increas-
ing rates of loneliness [18]. These effects have been seen across the population of emerging
adults, but they are especially acute for emerging adults who grew up in households
defined by emotional abuse or neglect [6,17]. Research indicates that children who grow
up in homes defined by cold parenting, abuse, and dysfunction become emerging adults
who struggle to form intimate attachments to others and experience more loneliness [17].
Researchers have also found that loneliness predicts lower levels of meaning in life [19].

1.1. Childhood Family Environment

The emotional warmth, security, and safety that children experience in their relation-
ships with their parents impact the quality of the relationships they have later in life and
the degree to which adults feel lonely or connected to those around them [20]. Thus, the
childhood family environment may play a role in how meaningful an emerging adult
believes their life to be. Though there are now thousands of studies on the childhood
family environment, there is very little research investigating the connection between the
childhood family environment and meaning in life.

The study of the childhood family environment originated with attachment theory
with the work of John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth [21,22]. Bowlby and Ainsworth’s
work revealed that children need warm, caring, stable relationships to a primary caregiver,
such as a parent, to thrive emotionally and physically [20,23]. According to Hazan and
Shaver [24], attachment styles formed in childhood carry into one’s later relationships.
Securely attached children become adults who trust others and are comfortable with
intimacy and vulnerability [24], while insecurely attached children become adults who
struggle in their relationships. They have difficulties trusting and getting close with others.
Relationships characterized by secure attachment are ultimately more satisfying than ones
characterized by insecure attachment [20,25]. Importantly, there is a strong connection
between adolescent attachment patterns and loneliness [26]. For example, adolescents and
young adults who perceived their parents as caring were less likely to report feelings of
loneliness and feel more social support [27-29]. Other longitudinal and cross-sectional
research consistently reveals that adults who are insecurely attached report more feelings of
loneliness [26]. As Mikuliner and Shaver [30] write, summarizing the research connecting
insecure attachment in adults and loneliness, “patterns of chronic loneliness were similar
in certain respects to the insecure infant attachment patterns identified by Ainsworth and
her colleagues” (p. 164).
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The health of the childhood family environment may be determined by assessing the
degree of parental emotional warmth that children experience [31] and the riskiness of
the home environment [32]. Parental Acceptance—Rejection Theory [33] is an evidence-
based theory of psychosocial adjustment that holds that children inherently seek warmth
from and closeness to their parents and that when they are deprived of these needs,
they experience worse psychological adjustment (e.g., lower self-esteem and emotional
stability, etc.). According to Parental Acceptance-Rejection Theory, parental warmth exists
on a spectrum from acceptance (e.g., lovingness, support, affection, care, etc.) to rejection
(e.g., coldness, hostility, abuse, absence or withdrawal of love, etc.) [33]. In a meta-analysis,
Khaleque [34] found that parental warmth predicted psychological adjustment in children
with moderate to large effect sizes. Longitudinal research has shown that low levels of
parental warmth in childhood are associated with depression in adulthood [5], feelings of
worthlessness [35], mental health problems [36,37], and physical health problems [38]. At
the same time, research has found that parental warmth is associated with better mental
and physical health in adulthood [7]. The riskiness of the childhood family environment is
another important predictor of psychosocial adjustment [4,6,32]. Children exposed to risky
factors in the household, such as violence, drug or alcohol abuse, interparental conflict, etc.,
are at risk for poor psychosocial outcomes [4,0]

The reviewed research shows that the childhood family environment may influence
people’s relationships, their health, and their psychological adjustment later in life. In
particular, people from emotionally warm, safe, and secure family environments experience
less loneliness and have adult relationships defined by a sense of trust, intimacy, and
belonging, but children from emotionally cold and risky family environments are lonelier.
Given that the childhood family environment influences adult relationships and that
adult relationships are important drivers of meaning in life, does the childhood family
environment also impact meaning?

1.2. Meaning in Life

A key element of meaningful living is connection [39,40]. Steger and colleagues con-
ceptualized meaning as having three components: significance, purpose, and coherence [1].
Purpose, a highly studied component of meaning, is defined as having goals, intentions,
and projects that are valued by the self and contribute to society [10-12,16,41]. Empir-
ical research of recent years shows that having a sense of meaning and purpose in life
comes with many benefits. People who have a sense of meaning in life are ultimately
more psychologically resilient when presented with difficult information [42]; their bodies
are more physically resilient to illnesses and physical symptomology [41]; they perform
better academically [43]; and they are more productive and engaged with their work [44].
Additionally, they experience greater longevity [12,45]. On the other hand, lacking a
sense of meaning and purpose in life is associated with many negative outcomes, such as
psychopathology and poor physical health, e.g., [10,16,45].

A key finding of the research on meaning is that relationships defined by a sense of
belonging are an important source of meaning in life [46]. Belonging is defined by having
positive relationships in which one feels accepted [47,48]. In a classic paper, Baumeister
and Leary [48] synthesized decades of empirical research to argue that human beings
have a need to belong that is driven, in part, by our evolutionary origins. People feel a
sense of belonging, according to Baumeister and Leary, when they have frequent positive
interactions with others that are based on mutual care. In research, participants rate
their relationships to others as their most important source of meaning in life [49-51].
According to research by Lambert and colleagues [47], the active ingredient of meaningful
relationships is belonging. In one experiment, for example, participants were primed with
a sense of belonging, social value, or social support, and those primed with a sense of
belonging rated their lives as more meaningful [47].

It is possible to be in close relationships that lack a sense of belonging [47]. In such
relationships, there may be frequent contact, but the quality of the connection may be
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defined by coldness and rejection. Psychologists have shown that rejection is a threat to
meaning [52-55]. In one experiment [55], participants who were made to feel rejected and
left out of a social encounter were significantly more likely to say that life in general was
meaningless. One proposed mechanism for this phenomenon is loneliness [19]. Experiences
of rejection may make people feel alone, and this sense of loneliness may threaten the
meaningfulness with which they judge their lives [19]. In support of this proposition,
Stillman and colleagues [19] conducted two studies showing that people who have chronic
feelings of loneliness rate their lives as less meaningful. Thus, feelings of loneliness,
isolation, and rejection may threaten one’s sense of meaning in life.

Given the importance of relationships to meaningfulness, it may be that the quality of
early life relationships, specifically within the family context, influences a person’s sense of
meaning in life in adulthood. An emotionally warm, safe, and secure family environment
provides children with a sense of belonging, i.e., the sense that they are cared for, respected,
and loved, and feeling a sense of belonging makes people rate their lives as more meaningful
in adulthood. However, if one grew up in a family environment where love was withheld
or one did not feel accepted by one’s caregivers, then one arguably may not have felt a
sense of belonging within one’s family. The research summarized here suggests that such a
lack of belonging may compromise one’s sense of meaning in life. The question is whether
that lack of belonging in childhood leaves a lasting impression later in life, such that one
continues to feel a lack of belonging in relationships in emerging adulthood.

1.3. Meaning and the Childhood Family Environment

There are few studies that link the childhood family environment with meaning in life
in emerging adulthood. Homang and Jong [56] examined the link between the childhood
family environment and health outcomes and found purpose to be a mediator of the
effect. However, they looked at the purpose dimension of meaning alone, rather than
meaning as a whole, which includes one’s sense of purpose, coherence, and significance. In
addition, their sample consisted of middle-aged adults rather than emerging adults. Hill
and colleagues [3] also investigated the link between childhood adversity and purpose,
finding that childhood adversity predicts a lessened sense of purpose. However, they,
too, studied middle-aged adults and assessed purpose alone, rather than meaning as a
whole. Whitaker and colleagues [9] examined whether parental connection might moderate
the connection between adverse childhood experiences and psychological wellbeing, as
conceptualized by Ryff [57], which includes purpose as one of its six key components
of wellbeing. They found that family connection predicted psychological wellbeing in
adulthood across varying levels of childhood adversity. Finally, none of these studies
investigated loneliness as a mediator. However, these studies provide promising evidence
that the childhood family environment may predict meaning in life in adulthood and that
this link may be explained by self-reported levels of adult loneliness.

1.4. The Present Study

The current study investigates the connection between meaning and the childhood
family environment by addressing the following research questions: Does the childhood
family environment affect emerging adults’ sense of meaning in life, such that emerging
adults from emotionally warmer and less risky family environments report a greater sense
of meaning in life? If so, is this connection mediated by loneliness—in other words, do
emerging adults from warmer family environments report a higher sense of meaning in life
because they are less lonely? If growing up in an emotionally warm, safe, and secure family
environment translates into higher-quality relationships in adulthood and high-quality
relationships are a source of meaning, then emerging adults from emotionally warm, safe,
and secure family environments may also have a stronger sense of meaning in life.

Based on the existing research, one hypothesis of this study is that being from a warm,
safe, and secure family environment predicts meaning in life, such that emerging adults
from warmer, safer, and more secure family environments will report more meaning in life,
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and that this connection is mediated by loneliness. Given that prior research has shown
that the childhood family environment predicts loneliness and that loneliness predicts
a lack of meaning in life, this study also hypothesizes that the relationship between the
childhood family environment and meaning in life goes through loneliness. In other words,
this study is seeking to test the theory that the reason why emerging adults from warmer,
safer, and more secure family environments report more meaning in life is because they are
less lonely.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and Procedure

The participants were 507 undergraduates (68% female) at a private urban Catholic
university receiving partial course credit for participating in a larger study investigating
development among emerging adults. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 24 years
(M =18.95, SD = 1.18); 67 percent were first-year undergraduate students. Eighty-six
percent of participants reported their race as White; twenty percent reported being His-
panic. Given that religiosity is a predictor of meaning in life [58] and that this sample
was drawn from a religious university, religiosity was controlled for in order to isolate the
effects of the childhood family environment on meaning over and above religiosity. The
participants anonymously completed a battery of measures online. Data were collected be-
tween Fall 2020 and Spring 2023. This study was approved by the university’s institutional
review board.

2.2. Measures

Participants completed a battery of questionnaires, including measures of the early
family environment, loneliness, and meaning in life. In the current study, the term child-
hood family environment refers to the presence of parental warmth (e.g., affection, sup-
port, nurturance, acceptance [33]) and the absence of dysfunction and risk in the family
(e.g., marital conflict, substance abuse, violence [32]) from infancy through adolescence
(0-18 years old).

2.2.1. Childhood Family Environment

Two retrospective assessments were used to assess the early family environment.

The Modified Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI; [59]) is a retrospective self-report
of two components of the parent—child relationship: demonstrations of care by the parent
and parental overprotection. Participants indicate on a four-point scale, ranging from 1
(very like) to 4 (very unlike), the degree to which 12 items represent their experiences
with their own mother or father while growing up. Sample items include: “Spoke to me
with a warm and friendly voice”, “Invaded my privacy” (reverse scored), and “Seemed to
understand what [ wanted or needed”. Participants in this study filled out the PBI twice
when applicable, one for their mother and one for their father. The measures showed good
reliability in this sample (PBI-mother, Cronbach & = 0.86; PBI-father, Cronbach « = 0.86).

The Risky Families Questionnaire (RFQ; [32]) assesses respondents’ experiences of
conflict, coldness, and neglect in the family environment during childhood. Participants
indicate on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (rarely or none of the time) to 4
(most of the time) the degree to which 11 items applied to them growing up. Sample items
include: “How often did a parent or other adult in the household swear at you, insult you,
put you down, or act in a way that made you feel threatened?”, “In your childhood, did
you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic, or who used street drugs?”,
and “How often would you say there was quarreling, arguing, or shouting between your
parents?” The measure showed good reliability in this sample (Cronbach « = 0.86).

The PBI and RFQ were standardized, reverse-scored for ease of interpretation, and
combined to create a composite score reflecting the childhood family environment. Because
the PBI was assessed for mothers and fathers separately, PBI-mother and PBI-father were
first averaged into a “PBI-total” score. The PBI-total and RFQ score for each participant were
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then standardized and averaged to create a composite score. Importantly, the correlations
between PBI-mother (M = 28.02, SD = 6.59), PBI-father (M = 28.99, SD = 6.56), and RF
(M =16.51, SD = 5.42) justified combining the measures. The correlation between PBI-
mother and PBI-father was r = 0.48, p < 0.001. The correlation between PBI-total and
PBI-mother was r(449) = 0.49, p < 0.001. The correlation between PBI-total and PBI-father
was 1(454)= 0.86, p < 0.001. The correlation between RFQ and PBI-total was r(379) = 0.66,
p < 0.001. High scores for the childhood family environment composite reflect emotionally
warm and less risky family environments.

2.2.2. Loneliness

The three-item Loneliness Scale [60] is used to measure of the degree of loneliness
typically felt by participants. The short form is based on the R-UCLA Loneliness Scale [61]
and shows good convergent validity with the longer measure. Items on the short form
include, “How often do you feel that you lack companionship?”, “How often do you feel
left out?”, and “How often do you feel isolated from others?” The items are scored on a
3-point scale (1 = hardly ever; 2 = some of the time; 3 = often). The measure showed good
reliability in this sample (Cronbach o = 0.80). High scores indicate more loneliness.

2.2.3. Meaning in Life

Meaning in life was measured using the presence-of-meaning subscale of the meaning
in life questionnaire [1]. The five-item presence-of-meaning subscale includes items such
as “I understand my life’s meaning”, “My life has a clear sense of purpose”, and “My
life has no clear purpose” (reverse-scored). The items are scored on a seven-point scale
from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true). The subscale showed good psychometric

properties in this sample (o« = 0.78). High scores indicate more presence of meaning.

2.2.4. Religiosity

Participants reported the extent to which they considered themselves to be a religious
person on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very) (M = 3.14, SD = 1.24) and the degree to which
they find strength and comfort in their religion on a scale from 1 (never) to 6 (many times
a day) (M =3.57, SD = 1.61). The two ratings were highly correlated, (358) = 0.72, p < 0.001.
They were standardized and averaged to create a religiosity score that was entered into the
analyses as a control variable.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

Path analysis [62] was used to test the mediational hypothesis of this study. Childhood
family environment was the independent variable; meaning in life (M = 20.04, SD = 6.73)
was the dependent variable; and loneliness (M = 5.78, SD = 1.84) was the mediator variable.
The Sobol test was used to test the mediation effect. To determine the amount of variance
explained by each exogenous variable, linear regressions were used per the Baron and
Kenny method (1986). The following regressions were in SPSS (Version 28, IBM, Chicago,
IL, USA): (1) childhood family environment predicting loneliness; (2) childhood family
environment predicting meaning in life to get the total effect of the early family environment
on meaning; and (3) childhood family environment and loneliness predicting meaning in
life. Religiosity was controlled in each step of the regression analysis.

The hypotheses of this study are that the childhood family environment predicts
meaning in life and that this effect is mediated by loneliness. For this to be true, the child-
hood family environment must predict meaning in life; the early family environment must
predict loneliness; loneliness must predict meaning in life; and the relationship between
the early family environment and meaning in life should be smaller when loneliness is
included in the model than when it is not, suggesting that some of the effect of the early
family environment on meaning is through loneliness.
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3. Results

A series of multiple regressions was used to test the mediational path analysis
model [62]. Religiosity was controlled in each step (see Table 1).

Table 1. Regression Analysis for Mediation of Loneliness between Family Environment and Meaning,
Controlling for Religiosity.

Variable B SE t F R?
Step 1 (DV: Meaning) 76.117 *** 0.232
Intercept 21.070 0.263 80.233 ***
Religiosity 2.570 0.278 9.235 ***
Family Environment 2.019 0.286 7.070 ***
Step 2 (DV: 37.779 *+ 0.130
Loneliness)
Intercept 5.782 0.075 76.977 ***
Religiosity —0.223 0.080 —2.803 **
Family Environment —0.639 0.081 —7.840 ***
Step 3 (DV: Meaning) 79.468 *** 0.240
Intercept 27.355 0.885 30.907 ***
Religiosity 2.474 0.278 8.886 ***
Loneliness —1.090 0.146 —7.460 ***
Step 4 (DV: Meaning) 64.038 *** 0.276
Intercept 25.921 0.910 28.491 ***
Religiosity 2.382 0.272 8.743 ***
Family Environment 1.483 0.294 5.046 ***
Loneliness —0.839 0.151 —b5.555 ***

Note. *** p < 0.001, ** p = 0.005. DV: Dependent variable.

In the first step, as expected, greater emotional warmth, safety, and security in the
childhood family environment (the predictor) was related to a greater sense of meaning in
life in emerging adulthood (the outcome). In the second step, as expected, a warmer, safer,
and more secure family environment in childhood predicted less loneliness (the mediator)
in emerging adulthood. In the third step, less lonely participants reported a greater sense
of meaning in life.

To test mediation, the childhood family environment (the predictor) and loneliness (the
mediator) were entered into the model simultaneously, while religiosity again was entered
as a control variable. The effect of the childhood family environment on meaning in life
was weaker when loneliness was included in the model than when it was not, suggesting
partial mediation. To determine if the mediating role of loneliness was significant, the Sobel
test was conducted using the Sobel test calculator at quantpsy.org. The Sobel test indicated
that the mediation was significant (z = 5.08, SE = 0.14, p < 0.001). These results support
the conclusion that loneliness partially mediates the relationship between the early family
environment and meaning in life.

4. Discussion

The results of this study provide support for the hypothesis that an emotionally warm,
safe, and secure childhood family environment predicts higher levels of meaning in life
in emerging adulthood and that this relationship is mediated by loneliness. Thus, it may
be that the reason, in part, why emerging adults from emotionally warm, safe, and secure
family environments experience more meaning in life is because they are less lonely, and
this lower level of loneliness predicts their greater levels of meaning in life.

This study makes a number of contributions to the existing literature. First, it ties
developmental factors to the formation of meaning in life in emerging adulthood. In-
dividuals do not suddenly develop an interest in meaning or a sense of meaning once
they enter adulthood. In childhood, they are forming an understanding of the world [63]
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and developing working models of relationships [23] that they carry with them into later
years. Those early life experiences, in turn, may affect constructs that influence their health
and wellbeing, such as how lonely they may feel or how meaningful they believe their
lives to be. Indeed, this study supports the notion that the quality of relationships in the
childhood family environment predicts one’s degree of loneliness and meaning in life in
emerging adulthood. Thus, this study helps researchers understand an important precursor
to meaning in life, the childhood family environment. This link has been largely overlooked
in the research but is in line with current understandings of meaning in life, which stress
the importance of relationships to meaning. Second, this study proposes the mechanism
through which childhood experiences influence emerging adult mental health: loneliness.
When children grow up in households that are emotionally warm, safe, and secure, they
grow into emerging adults who feel less lonely, and this predicts their meaning in life.
By contrast, when children grow up in family environments that are cold, controlling,
and abusive, they experience more loneliness, and this loneliness predicts lower levels of
meaning in life as they enter adulthood. Finally, this study contributes to the literature by
examining meaning in life as an outcome variable. To date, researchers have investigated
the link between childhood experiences and mental health factors in adulthood. However,
very few have investigated meaning in life as an outcome variable, even though meaning
is an important indicator of mental health and is associated with many positive physical
health outcomes [64].

By showing a link between development and meaning, this study might also inspire
more research on the developmental factors influencing meaning in life and other constructs.
To date, much positive psychology research has focused on discrete domains that contribute
to one’s experience of meaning in life in adulthood (e.g., spirituality, work, and current
relationships; see Snyder and colleagues [65]). While this research is helpful in unpacking
what the causes, predictors, and correlates of meaning are in adulthood, it does not tell us
whether developmental factors might be antecedents, predictors, and correlates of those
causes. If meaning has developmental antecedents, some questions researchers may address
include: Does development in early or middle adulthood influence how meaningful people
rate their lives to be in later life? How does one’s sense of meaning change throughout the
lifespan? Are there periods in life where relationships are more important for meaning, such
as in emerging adulthood? Do developmental factors moderate or mediate the relationship
between a construct of interest and meaning in life—for example, is the relationship
between belonging and meaning in life moderated by religious upbringing? Researchers
could extend the findings of this study by testing its research question in more diverse
populations or at different stages of life. For example, would the model proposed by this
study apply to LGBTQ samples or African American samples? Are relationships and
loneliness predictors of meaning for middle-aged adults or older adults? Understanding
the developmental factors that impact one’s sense of meaning in life across adulthood
may contribute to more research, richer theories of personality development, and a deeper
understanding of the developmental trajectory of meaning among various populations.

At the level of clinical practice, this study has several implications. For clinicians
working with adults, it may be important to understand the link between development
and meaning. If an adult’s emotionally cold, risky family environment has translated into
fewer and lower quality relationships in adulthood, then one way to boost the client’s sense
of meaning may be to help them strengthen their adult relationships. The clinician might
also help a client develop or restore a sense of meaning in life with interventions targeted
at building social support and belonging in different contexts. For these clients, it may be
especially important for the therapeutic alliance to be strong and the dynamic between the
therapist and client to be perceived by the client as warm, safe, and connected, allowing the
client to see that such connections are possible and may be healing. Understanding the pre-
cursors and predictors of meaning may help clinicians create and implement interventions
that can help individuals flourish.
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This study suffers from several limitations. First, the participants in this study were
undergraduates (mostly first-year students) at a private, religious institution and formed a
convenience sample. Though religiosity was controlled in the analyses, caution should still
be taken when generalizing to the broader population. Second, although the findings of this
study support the proposed theoretical model, the cross-sectional nature of the data and the
direction of effect cannot be known with certainty. A longitudinal study would allow for a
more robust examination of the mediational model and allow for comparison to alternative
interpretations. Notably, the mediating effect of loneliness was partial, which suggests that
other constructs might also help explain the relationship between the childhood family
environment and meaning. Future research might include more variables in the model and
conduct a path analysis to see if more variance might be explained by the inclusion of other
variables, such as self-compassion.

Finally, it is important to note that this study took place within the context of the
global COVID-19 pandemic. Data collection spanned the autumn of 2020 to spring 2023.
The pandemic may have had significant effects on many of the emerging adults in this
sample. Some emerging adults may be suffering from higher rates of loneliness and a lack
of meaning in life as a result of disrupted routines and social isolation. Indeed, research
during the pandemic indicates that loneliness rose and meaning in life decreased among
various adult samples [66-68]. However, several factors mitigate this limitation. First,
the students at this specific university were mostly on campus for classes from fall 2020
to spring 2021, unlike their peers at other institutions; and the students in this sample
were then fully on campus from spring 2021 to spring 2023. This may explain why this
sample appears to report lower levels of loneliness compared to peers in other studies.
Other samples of emerging adults generally reported scores in the lonely range during the
pandemic [67], while the loneliness scores of this sample (M = 5.78, SD = 1.81) indicated
that they were not lonely [60]. In addition, the students in this sample reported scores on
the meaning in life questionnaire (M = 21.04, SD = 6.73) that were similar to same-aged
samples in other research studies examining meaning in life among emerging adults before
the pandemic [1]. These factors suggest that the present study may perhaps apply to the
broader population of emerging adults post-COVID, though future research is needed to
determine this.

5. Conclusions

In summary, this study found that participants who reported growing up in an emotion-
ally warm, safe, and secure family environment ultimately reported more meaning in life as
emerging adults and that this link was partially explained by their lower levels of loneliness.
Opverall, these findings suggest that people from emotionally cold and risky childhood family
environments may struggle with meaning in life as emerging adults because they are lonelier.
This research, though suffering from some limitations, nonetheless contributes to the body of
knowledge on meaning in life by offering a developmental perspective.

Author Contributions: Both authors contributed significantly to the conception and design of the
study, the analysis and interpretation of data, and the writing of the manuscript. Both authors
approve of the submitted version and agree to be personally accountable for her own contributions
to the study regarding questions of integrity and accuracy. Both authors have read and agreed to
the published version of the manuscript. Conceptualization, E.D. and M.C.G.-M.; Methodology,
M.C.G.-M.; Formal Analysis, E.D. and M.C.G.-M.; Data Curation, M.C.G.-M.; Writing—Original Draft
Preparation, E.D.; Supervision, M.C.G.-M.; Project Administration, M.C.G.-M.; Funding Acquisition,
M.C.G.-M. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki, and approved by the Institutional Review Board the Catholic University of America
(protocol code 20-0066, 17 November 2020).



Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 5945 10 of 12

Informed Consent Statement: Patient consent was waived due to being classified as exempt because
the identity of the participants completing the anonymous survey cannot be readily ascertained.

Data Availability Statement: For access to the data of this study, please contact dameron@cua.edu.

Acknowledgments: The authors wish to thank the department of psychology at the Catholic Univer-
sity of America.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1.  Steger, M.F,; Frazier, P.; Oishi, S.; Kaler, M. The Meaning in Life Questionnaire: Assessing the presence of and search for meaning
in life. J. Couns. Psychol. 2006, 53, 80-93. [CrossRef]

2. Steger, M.F,; Mann, J.R.; Michels, P.; Cooper, T.C. Meaning in life, anxiety, depression, and general health among smoking
cessation patients. J. Psychosom. Res. 2009, 67, 353-358. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3.  Hill, PL,; Turiano, N.A.; Burrow, A.L. Early life adversity as a predictor of sense of purpose during adulthood. Int. |. Behav. Dev.
2018, 42, 143-147. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Felitti, VJ.; Anda, R.F; Nordenberg, D.; Williamson, D.F. Adverse childhood experiences and health outcomes in adults: The ACE
study. J. Fam. Consum. Sci. 1998, 90, 31.

5. Gerhardt, M.; Feng, X.; Chan, M.H. Long-term association of parental warmth with depression and obesity: Mediation by
conscientiousness. Health Psychol. 2021, 40, 188-195. [CrossRef]

6.  Van der Kolk, B. The Body Keeps the Score: Mind, Brain and Body in the Transformation of Trauma; Penguin: New York, NY, USA, 2012.

7. Chen, Y.; Kubzansky, L.D.; VanderWeele, T.J. Parental warmth and flourishing in mid-life. Soc. Sci. Med. 2019, 220, 65-72.
[CrossRef]

8. Chen, Y.; Kawachi, I.; Berkman, L.F; Trudel-Fitzgerald, C.; Kubzansky, L.D. Does optimal parenting style help offspring maintain
healthy weight into mid-life? Prev. Med. 2019, 123, 84-90. [CrossRef]

9.  Whitaker, R.C.; Dearth-Wesley, T.; Herman, A.N. Childhood family connection and adult flourishing: Associations across levels
of childhood adversity. Acad. Pediatr. 2021, 21, 1380-1387. [CrossRef]

10. Ryff, C.D,; Singer, B. The role of purpose in life personal growth in positive human health. In The Human Quest for Meaning: A
Handbook of Psychological Research and Clinical Applications; Wong, P.T.P,, Fry, PS., Eds.; Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers:
Mahwah, NJ, USA, 1998; pp. 213-235.

11.  Cohen, R,; Bavishi, C.; Rozanski, A. Purpose in life and its relationship to all-cause mortality and cardiovascular events: A
meta-analysis. Psychosom. Med. 2016, 78, 122-133. [CrossRef]

12.  Hill, PL.; Turiano, N.A. Purpose in life as a predictor of mortality across adulthood. Psychol. Sci. 2014, 25, 1482-1486. [CrossRef]

13.  Arnett, J.J. Emerging adulthood: A theory of development from the late teens through the twenties. Am. Psychol. 2000, 55,
469-480. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14.  Damon, W.; Menon, J.; Bronk, K.C. The development of purpose during adolescence. Appl. Dev. Sci. 2003, 7, 119-128. [CrossRef]

15.  Erikson, E.H. Identity: Youth and Crisis; WW Norton & Company: New York, NY, USA, 1968.

16. Damon, W. The Path to Purpose: Helping Our Children Find Their Calling in Life; Simon and Schuster: New York, NY, USA, 2008.

17. Merz, EIM,; Jak, S. The long reach of childhood: Childhood experiences influence close relationships and loneliness across life.
Adv. Life Course Res. 2013, 18, 212-222. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

18. Buecker, S.; Mund, M.; Chwastek, S.; Sostmann, M.; Luhmann, M. Is loneliness in emerging adults increasing over time? A
preregistered cross-temporal meta-analysis and systematic review. Psychol. Bull. 2021, 147, 787-805. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Stillman, T.F; Baumeister, R.F.,; Lambert, N.M.; Crescioni, A.W.; DeWall, C.N.; Fincham, ED. Alone and without purpose: Life
loses meaning following social exclusion. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 2009, 45, 686—694. [CrossRef]

20. Shaver, PR.; Mikulincer, M. Attachment Theory and Research in Clinical Work with Adults; Obegi, ].H., Berant, E., Eds.; Guilford
Press: New York, NY, USA, 2010; pp. 17-45.

21. Bowlby, J. The nature of the child’s tie to his mother. Int. ]. Psychoanal. 1958, 39, 350-373.

22. Ainsworth, M.D.S. Object relations, dependency, and attachment: A theoretical review of the infant-mother relationship. Child
Dev. 1969, 40, 969-1025. [CrossRef]

23. Bretherton, I. The origins of attachment theory: John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth. Dev. Psychol. 1992, 28, 759. [CrossRef]

24. Hazan, C.; Shaver, P. Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process. ]. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 1987, 52, 511-524.
[CrossRef]

25.  Mikulincer, M.; Shaver, PR. Attachment in Adulthood: Structure, Dynamics, and Change; Guilford Press: New York, N, USA, 2007.

26. Mikulincer, M.; Shaver, PR.; Gal, I. An Attachment Perspective on Solitude and Loneliness. In The Handbook of Solitude:
Psychological Perspectives on Social Isolation, Social Withdrawal, and Being Alone; Wiley: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2021; pp. 31-41.

27. Canetti, L.; Bachar, E.; Galili-Weisstub, E.; De-Nour, A K.; Shalev, A.Y. Parental bonding and mental health in adolescence.
Adolescence 1997, 32, 381.

28. Wiseman, H.; Mayseless, O.; Sharabany, R. Why are they lonely? Perceived quality of early relationships with parents, attachment,

personality predispositions and loneliness in first-year university students. Personal. Individ. Differ. 2006, 40, 237-248. [CrossRef]


https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.80
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2009.02.006
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19773029
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025416681537
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34366509
https://doi.org/10.1037/hea0001061
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.10.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2021.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0000000000000274
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797614531799
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.5.469
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10842426
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532480XADS0703_2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2013.05.002
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24796560
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000332
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34898234
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2009.03.007
https://doi.org/10.2307/1127008
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.28.5.759
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.3.511
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2005.05.015

Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 5945 11 of 12

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.
34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.
55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

von Soest, T.; Luhmann, M.; Gerstorf, D. The development of loneliness through adolescence and young adulthood: Its nature,
correlates, and midlife outcomes. Dev. Psychol. 2020, 56, 1919-1934. [CrossRef]

Mikulincer, M.; Shaver, P. Attachment theory. In Handbook of Theories of Social Psychology; Van Lange, P.A., Kruglanski, A.W.,
Higgins, E.T., Eds.; Sage Publications Ltd.: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2012; Volume 2, pp. 160-179.

Rohner, R.P; Pettengill, S.M. Perceived parental acceptance-rejection and parental control among Korean adolescents. Child Dev.
1985, 56, 524-528. [CrossRef]

Taylor, S.E.; Lerner, ].S.; Sage, RM.; Lehman, B.].; Seeman, T.E. Early environment, emotions, responses to stress, and health.
J. Personal. 2004, 72, 1365-1393. [CrossRef]

Rohner, RP. The Warmth Dimension: Foundations of Parental Acceptance-Rejection Theory; Sage Publications, Inc.: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1986.
Khaleque, A. Perceived parental warmth, and children’s psychological adjustment, and personality dispositions: A meta-analysis.
J. Child Fam. Stud. 2013, 22, 297-306. [CrossRef]

Fitzgerald, M.; Esplin, J.A. Marital quality as a mechanism linking childhood abuse to mental health. ]. Fam. Issues 2022. Advance
online publication. [CrossRef]

Nelson, J.; Klumparendt, A.; Doebler, P.; Ehring, T. Childhood maltreatment and characteristics of adult depression: Meta-analysis.
Br. J. Psychiatry 2017, 210, 96-104. [CrossRef]

Kong, J.; Martire, L.M.; Liu, Y.; Almeida, D.M. Effect of childhood abuse on emotional reactivity to daily interpersonal stressor in
adulthood. Innov. Aging 2018, 2, 335. [CrossRef]

Widom, C.S.; Horan, J.; Brzustowicz, L. Childhood maltreatment predicts allostatic load in adulthood. Child Abus. Negl. 2015, 47,
59-69. [CrossRef]

Baumeister, R.F. Meanings of Life; Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 1991.

Baumeister, R.F,; Vohs, K.D. The pursuit of meaningfulness in life. Handb. Posit. Psychol. 2002, 1, 608-618.

Ryff, C.D. Psychological well-being revisited: Advances in the science and practice of eudaimonia. Psychother. Psychosom. 2014,
83, 10-28. [CrossRef]

Schaefer, S.M.; Boylan, ].M.; Van Reekum, C.M.; Lapate, R.C.; Norris, C.J.; Ryff, C.D.; Davidson, R.]. Purpose in life predicts better
emotional recovery from negative stimuli. PLoS ONE 2013, 8, e80329. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Yeager, D.S.; Henderson, M.D.; Paunesku, D.; Walton, G.M.; D’'Mello, S.; Spitzer, B.].; Duckworth, A.L. Boring but important: A
self-transcendent purpose for learning fosters academic self-regulation. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2014, 107, 559-580. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Grant, A.M. Does intrinsic motivation fuel the prosocial fire? Motivational synergy in predicting persistence, performance, and
productivity. J. Appl. Psychol. 2008, 93, 48. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Boyle, P.A.; Barnes, L.L.; Buchman, A.S.; Bennett, D.A. Purpose in life is associated with mortality among community-dwelling
older persons. Psychosom. Med. 2009, 71, 574. [CrossRef]

O’Donnell, M.B.; Bentele, C.N.; Grossman, H.B.; Le, Y.; Jang, H.; Steger, M.F. You, me, and meaning: An integrative review of
connections between relationships and meaning in life. J. Psychol. Afr. 2014, 24, 44-50. [CrossRef]

Lambert, N.M,; Stillman, T.F,; Hicks, ].A.; Kamble, S.; Baumeister, R.F.; Fincham, F.D. To belong is to matter: Sense of belonging
enhances meaning in life. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 2013, 39, 1418-1427. [CrossRef]

Baumeister, R.E.; Leary, M.R. The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation.
Psychol. Bull. 1995, 117, 497-529. [CrossRef]

Ebersole, P. Types depth of written life meanings. In The Human Quest for Meaning: A Handbook of Psychological Research and Clinical
Applications; Wong, PT.P,, Fry, PS., Eds.; Lawrence Erlbaum: Mahwah, NJ, USA, 1998; pp. 179-191.

Debats, D.L. Sources of meaning: An investigation of significant commitments in life. J. Humanist. Psychol. 1999, 39, 30-57.
[CrossRef]

Lambert, N.M,; Stillman, T.F; Baumeister, R.F.; Fincham, F.D.; Hicks, ]J.A.; Graham, S. Family as a salient source of meaning in
young adulthood. J. Posit. Psychol. 2010, 5, 367-376. [CrossRef]

Williams, K.D. Social ostracism. In Aversive Interpersonal Behaviors; Kowalski, R M., Ed.; Plenum: New York, NY, USA, 1997;
pp- 133-170.

Sommer, K.L.; Williams, K.D.; Ciarocco, N.J.; Baumeister, R.F. When silence speaks louder than words: Explorations into the
intrapsychic and interpersonal consequences of social ostracism. Basic Appl. Soc. Psychol. 2001, 23, 225-243. [CrossRef]
Williams, K.D. Ostracism: The Power of Silence; Guilford: New York, NY, USA, 2002.

Twenge, ]. M.; Catanese, K.R.; Baumeister, R.F. Social exclusion and the deconstructed state: Time perception, meaninglessness,
lethargy, lack of emotion, and self-awareness. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2003, 85, 409-423. [CrossRef]

Homan, K.J.; Kong, J. Longitudinal health consequences of childhood adversity: The mediating role of purpose in life. J. Gerontol.
Soc. Work 2020, 63, 864-877. [CrossRef]

Ryff, C.D. Happiness is everything, or is it? Explorations on the meaning of psychological well-being. . Personal. Soc. Psychol.
1989, 57, 1069-1081. [CrossRef]

Yaden, D.B.; Haidt, J.; Hood Jr, R.W.; Vago, D.R.; Newberg, A.B. The varieties of self-transcendent experience. Rev. Gen. Psychol.
2017, 21, 143-160. [CrossRef]

Parker, G.; Tupling, H.; Brown, L.B. A parental bonding instrument. Br. ]. Med. Psychol. 1979, 52, 1-10. [CrossRef]


https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0001102
https://doi.org/10.2307/1129739
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2004.00300.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9579-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X211059831
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.115.180752
https://doi.org/10.1093/geroni/igy023.1225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.01.016
https://doi.org/10.1159/000353263
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0080329
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24236176
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037637
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25222648
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.1.48
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18211134
https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0b013e3181a5a7c0
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2014.904097
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213499186
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022167899394003
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2010.516616
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15324834BASP2304_1
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.3.409
https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2020.1808140
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.57.6.1069
https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000102
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8341.1979.tb02487.x

Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 5945 12 of 12

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

Hughes, M.E.; Waite, L.].; Hawkley, L.C.; Cacioppo, J.T. A short scale for measuring loneliness in large surveys: Results from two
population-based studies. Res. Aging 2004, 26, 655-672. [CrossRef]

Russell, D.; Peplau, L.A.; Cutrona, C.E. The revised UCLA Loneliness Scale: Concurrent and discriminant validity evidence.
J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 1980, 39, 472. [CrossRef]

Baron, RM.; Kenny, D.A. The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic and
statistical considerations. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 1986, 51, 1173-1182. [CrossRef]

Piaget, J. Piaget’s theory In Carmichael’s Handbook of Child Psychology; Mussen, P., Ed.; Wiley: New York, NY, USA, 1970; Volume 1,
pp. 703-732.

Steger, M. Meaning in life: A unified model. In The Oxford Handbook of Positive Psychology; Snyder, C.R., Lopez, S.J., Edwards, L.M.,
Marques, S.C., Eds.; Oxford University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2020; pp. 959-967.

Snyder, C.R.; Lopez, S.J.; Edwards, L.M.; Marques, S.C. (Eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Positive Psychology; Oxford University Press:
New York, NY, USA, 2020.

Costanza, A.; Di Marco, S.; Burroni, M.; Corasaniti, F.; Santinon, P.; Prelati, M.; Chytas, V.; Cedraschi, C.; Ambrosetti, ]. Meaning
in life and demoralization: A mental-health reading perspective of suicidality in the time of COVID-19. Acta Bio Med. Atenei Parm.
2020, 91, €2020163.

Lee, C.M,; Cadigan, ].M.; Rhew, I.C. Increases in loneliness among young adults during the COVID-19 pandemic and association
with increases in mental health problems. J. Adolesc. Health 2020, 67, 714-717. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Schnell, T.; Krampe, H. Meaning in life and self-control buffer stress in times of COVID-19: Moderating and mediating effects
with regard to mental distress. Front. Psychiatry 2020, 11, 582352. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027504268574
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.3.472
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.08.009
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33099414
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.582352
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33173525

	Relationship between Meaning in Life and the Childhood Family Environment in Emerging Adults 
	Childhood Family Environment 
	Meaning in Life 
	Meaning and the Childhood Family Environment 
	The Present Study 

	Method 
	Participants and Procedure 
	Measures 
	Childhood Family Environment 
	Loneliness 
	Meaning in Life 
	Religiosity 

	Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

