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A B S T R A C T

Evolutionary Evaluation is a framework for understanding the evolution of programs. Just as programs grow and
develop, so can standalone interventions. This paper focused on building and evaluating a purpose intervention
to scaffold adolescents and young adults’ search for purpose. Four studies were conducted at each phase of the
intervention’s lifespan to assess if modifications were needed and to test the viable validity of using online
activities to increase both the search for and the discovery of a purpose in life. These studies can be viewed
through the lens of the Evolutionary Evaluation framework. Study 1 evaluated the intervention at its initiation
phase, which consisted of developing and testing the intervention activities. Study 2 tested the intervention
during the development phase to determine which activities most effectively increased rates of purpose. Study 3
evaluated the intervention in its stability phase by experimentally testing all activities together in a full curri-
culum via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Finally, study 4 assessed the dissemination of the intervention by testing
the full curriculum with over 500 high school and college students. These studies suggest that the fostering
purpose intervention cultivated purpose among adolescents and young adults. Additionally, the success of the
intervention demonstrates that the Evolutionary Evaluation framework may be an effective model with which to
develop an intervention, from initiation through dissemination phases.

1. Development of a fostering purpose intervention

Purpose is an intrinsically motivating desire to contribute to the
world beyond-the-self, by engaging with meaningful, far horizon goals
(Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003). Young people with purpose are
healthier, demonstrate greater well-being, and are more successful in
school than their peers without purpose (Benson, 2006; Pizzolato,
Brown, & Kanny, 2011). A few programs attempted to foster purpose in
adolescents and young adults, but due to their format and structure,
they are limited in their ability to reach large numbers of young people.
To address this limitation, an online fostering purpose intervention was
developed. The intervention scaffolds adolescents’ and young adults’
search for purpose by providing opportunities to reflect on the things
that matters most to them. The current paper describes the design
process and provides evidence for the efficacy of the fostering purpose
curriculum. Our curriculum development can be interpreted through

the lens of the Evolutionary Evaluation framework.

1.1. Importance of fostering purpose

Purpose in life is a developmental asset that is linked to numerous
positive outcomes, including life satisfaction, mental well-being, and
academic success (Benson, 2006; Bundick, Yeager, King, & Damon,
2010). Unfortunately, purpose in young people is rare. Only 20 % of
high school students and about 30 % of college students report a pur-
pose in life (Damon, 2008). Parents, community practitioners, and
educators are increasingly interested in fostering purpose in adolescents
and young adults through high quality and convenient interventions
(Picciano & Seaman, 2007).

Efforts to cultivate purpose are worthwhile given the rarity and
importance of purpose among young people. However, there is limited
research examining the ways that purpose can be intentionally fostered
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in the lives of adolescents and young adults. To date, purpose-fostering
interventions have been tried in educational, therapeutic, and work
settings (Dik, Steger, Gibson, & Peisner, 2011; Frankl, 1984; Pizzolato
et al., 2011). One unintentional intervention discovered that college
students who participated in a 45-minute guided interview about the
things that matter most to them demonstrated higher scores on purpose
and life satisfaction nine months after the interview (Bundick, 2011).
This finding suggests that purpose can be cultivated when there are
scaffolded opportunities for young people to reflect on and discuss their
goals and core values. However, a one-on-one discussion with each
student is not a feasible way of reaching large numbers of young people.
Instead, drawing on this approach, our intervention translated the in-
terview into a set of online tools that could be administered to large
numbers of young people to relatively quickly and easily foster purpose
(Bronk et al., 2019). The development of our fostering purpose inter-
vention can be interpreted in light of the recommendations of Evolu-
tionary Evaluation.

1.2. Evolutionary evaluation

Just as species evolve over time, so too do programs. Program
variations that are effective survive, while variations that do not work
in particular contexts are discarded. Evolutionary Evaluation (EE) is an
approach, or overarching framework, for evaluating programs. EE has
informed the development of specific evaluation protocols (e.g., The
Systems Evaluation Protocol) and has been used to evaluate character
education programs (Urban, Linver, Thompson, Davidson, & Lorimer,
2017). EE is a useful framework to draw upon given the focus on
methodologically appropriate evaluation at each phase of the inter-
vention in its lifecycle. EE suggests specific procedures for each of the
four phases of program development: initiation, development, stability,
and dissemination.

1.2.1. Similarities between intervention phase and evaluation framework
According to EE, alignment is critical in the creation of an inter-

vention. Alignment entails matching an appropriate evaluation ap-
proach to the intervention’s stage in the intervention life cycle (Urban,
Hargraves, & Trochim, 2014). In other words, interventions should be
evaluated differently based on the lifecycle phase of the program. The
four intervention phases (i.e., initiation, development, stability, and
dissemination) should be aligned to corresponding evaluation phases
that include process and response, change, comparison and control, and
generalizability (Urban et al., 2014). The alignment of the intervention
and evaluation phases ensures that information gained through the
evaluation is appropriate given the intervention’s life cycle (Urban
et al., 2014). Additionally, EE (Urban et al., 2014) recommends the
methods that should be used to evaluate a program at each point in its
life cycle. For example, while qualitative methods can be used at any
evaluation phase, they are especially beneficial in the initiation phase
to evaluate the process and response to the intervention and allow for
quick changes after initial trials (Urban et al., 2014).

The goal of this study was to develop a purpose intervention.
Throughout the development and testing of this intervention, we kept
in mind the evaluation process (i.e., planning, implementation, and
improvement; Patton, 1987). We created a logic model to better un-
derstand the inputs and outputs of the intervention and used formative
and summative evaluation to examine fidelity of implementation, and
the effectiveness of the intervention, while also making improvements
where necessary. While not aligned exactly, our process can be inter-
preted in light of the EE framework (Urban et al., 2014). Although
Urban et al.s’ (2014) study was published when we were already in the
process of our evaluation, after examining the EE framework closely,
we retrospectively discovered that the steps we took were similar to EE.
As such, we report on the design and efficacy of the fostering purpose
curriculum and how our process can be interpreted through the lens of
EE.

One distinction is important as EE is often used to examine the
“natural selection” of programs and program components across their
lifespan, but also recognizes that programs can be consciously modified
or selected through an “artificial selection” process (Urban et al., 2014).
Urban et al. (2014) note that “both natural and artificial selection
follow the same evolutionary rules of variation and selective retention
(p. 130).” The decisions made in the phases of our project served as
more of a systematic “artificial selection” process for identifying pro-
gram components that increased purpose. We combined these “artifi-
cially selected” activities into a full intervention. Our approach is si-
milar to the EE framework, but offers a novel use of EE in artificially
selecting purpose fostering activities, rather than selecting entire pro-
gram components through the intervention’s evolution.

2. Study 1: initiation evaluation

In the initiation phase, an intervention is new and undergoing rapid
change. Given its early developmental stage, the EE framework suggests
a process and response evaluation using qualitative methods. This en-
tails focusing on the intervention implementation and participant and
facilitator satisfaction (Urban et al., 2014). In our project, we began a
qualitative pilot study that asked for participant feedback of our ac-
tivities and measures to ensure understanding and engagement.

The pilot was conducted with high school students who completed
activities where they reflected on their best possible selves, analyzed
quotes about purpose, and ranked their values from most important to
least important. Quantitative measures showed increases in purpose,
prosocial intentions, and academic aspirations. Open ended, qualitative
responses allowed the researchers to assess how the activities were
received and how they could be improved. Additionally, students and
their teachers participated in a focus group where they discussed the
intervention material and provided feedback. Based on this early
feedback, the intervention was modified.

2.1. Participants

A total of 356 adolescents were recruited from a high school in
southern California (Mage = 16.90, SD = .44). Most participants (51.8
%) identified as female (46.5 % identified as male, and 1.3 % identified
as another gender). Additionally, 36.2 % of participants identified as
White, 35.5 % as Latino, 12.7 % identified as mixed race/ethnicity, 6.4
% as Asian, 3.3 % Black, and 1.8 % Native Hawaiian or other Pacific
Islander. Students were compensated $5 USD. Adolescents were in-
cluded in the study if they had parental consent or were 18 years of age
or older and provided their own consent, and if they passed attention
checks in the surveys.

2.2. Procedure

At the beginning of the school year, teachers were trained to facil-
itate the intervention. Fourteen classrooms were randomly assigned to
treatment or control conditions. Five classrooms served as controls: two
were Advanced Placement (AP) classes (64 students) and three were
non-AP classes (72 students). Control groups completed memory skill
activities, such as learning mnemonics, that were facilitated by the
teachers.

Students in the three treatment conditions participated in activities
for one week. Treatment Group “Quotes” included four classrooms (87
students) and analyzed quotes, watched videos, and responded to re-
lated writing prompts. Treatment Group “Best Possible Selves (BPS)”
contained three classrooms (72 students) and completed best possible
selves activities, values sorting, and related writing prompts. Finally,
the third treatment Group “AP All” included two AP classes (61 stu-
dents) that were given all the intervention activities that the Quotes and
BPS groups received.

Students completed control or intervention activities during class
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time. The activities took approximately 40 min a day, or one class
period, for five days. Students completed quantitative pre and posttests
before and after the week of activities. Students also responded to open-
ended questions each day where they reported on their level of en-
gagement, gave feedback on the day’s activities, and reported on their
teacher’s level of engagement. Additionally, teachers responded to
open-ended questions each day where they reported on the delivery of
the intervention, their level of engagement, and how the activities
could be improved. In addition, classrooms were randomly observed for
implementation quality and teacher engagement.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Purpose in life
Purpose in life was measured using an early version of the

Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS; Bronk, Riches, & Mangan, 2018). This
version of the CPS consisted of 15 items measuring each of the three
components of purpose (i.e., meaning in life, goal-orientation, and be-
yond-the-self). Sample items included: “I have a good sense of what
makes my life meaningful” and “I have long-term goals I am working
toward.” Participants responded to these items on a five-point Likert
type scale. Cronbach’s alphas for this study ranged from .93 to .98.

2.4. Materials

2.4.1. Fostering purpose activities
There were two primary activities designed to foster purpose. The

first involved reading and responding to purpose quotes, asking stu-
dents what purpose entails, reflecting on their own purpose, and
sharing what the quotes taught them about working to achieve that
purpose. In the second activity, best possible selves, students imagined
themselves in the future and reflected on short- and long-term goals
that could help them become the best possible version of themselves.
Other activities included a Values Q sort designed to help students re-
flect on what personal values were most important to them, videos to
explain purpose in life, and a tattoo activity to help students visualize
the things that mattered most to them. These activities were delivered
through physical handouts and PowerPoint presentations facilitated by
teachers.

2.4.2. Control activities
The control activities focused on teaching memorization strategies.

Participants spent approximately 40 min each day on these activities.
These activities were delivered by teachers in the same manner as the
treatment activities.

2.5. Quantitative results

No significant differences in age, gender, or ethnicity were found
between groups. Paired samples t-tests revealed non-significant de-
creases on the CPS from the pretest (Mpre = 5.67, SD = .84) to posttest
(Mpost = 5.65, SD = .83) (t(63) = .26, p = .795) in the AP control
group, as well as the non-AP control group (Mpre = 5.30, SD = .95)
(Mpost = 5.29, SD = .98) (t(71) = .17, p = .866). Additionally, the
Quotes (Mpre = 5.42, SD = .98) (Mpost = 5.27, SD = 1.06) (t(86) =
1.71, p = .091) and BPS (Mpre= 5.49, SD= .73) (Mpost= 5.41, SD=
.86) (t(71) = 1.00, p = .319) groups showed non-significant decreases
in purpose from pretest to posttest. The only group to increase on
purpose in life (Mpre = 5.34, SD = .93) (Mpost = 5.50, SD = 1.03) (t
(60) = −1.59, p = .117) was the AP All group which included two
classes that were given all the intervention activities. This evidence
suggests that the fostering purpose activities worked best when com-
bined, rather than split apart.

To further compare the difference between groups, we calculated
change scores on the CPS from pre to posttest and made comparisons
using independent samples t-tests. While the difference between the

treatment and control group in the AP classes was the most different in
the sample, the difference was not statistically significant (t(123) =
−1.46, p = .147). Neither of the non-AP treatment groups were sig-
nificantly different from the non-AP control group [Quotes group (t
(157) = −1.22, p = .224), BPS group (t(142) = −0.69, p = .491)].

We were curious as to why the intervention groups did not increase
in purpose when there were statistically significant increases during the
pilot testing. We hypothesized that differences in activity im-
plementation might be the cause of a discrepancy, and as such, we
examined the classroom observation notes and qualitative surveys from
teachers and students.

2.6. Qualitative results

The qualitative results showed that students generally enjoyed the
activities and were engaged. Several students commented: “I had lots of
fun doing this activity!” and “It was really eye-opening and really made
me think about a purpose in my life”. However, there were also critical
comments, such as, “What if people have no idea what they want to do
with life? What do they do then?” These criticisms helped to pinpoint
which activities might be confusing or required further revisions. It was
also beneficial to learn that there were a few universally loved activ-
ities, including one project that asked students to create a meaningful
tattoo. Overall, student opinions were positive. There were no uni-
versally disliked activities, instead many activities were enjoyed by one
full classroom of students, but not enjoyed by another classroom of
students. To explore this, teacher implementation was examined using
teacher reports and teacher observations.

Teacher implementation quality varied across activities, rather than
systematically across classrooms or teachers. This might explain the
lower than expected increase in quantitative purpose scores. Other than
the universally loved tattoo activity, individual teachers ranked some
activities very positively or very negatively. Each teacher appeared to
enjoy and engage in some activities more than others, leading to vari-
able implementation quality across all teachers.

Classroom observations provided further insight to implementation
differences. When teachers were not engaged in the delivery of the
intervention this coincided with teachers reporting that they did not
enjoy the activities for that class period. For example, this was apparent
in an observation of a teacher who was facilitating different interven-
tion activities during two different class periods on the same day. In the
earlier period, the observer reported that the teacher was prepared,
attentive, began the activities on time, the students were engaged, and
the teacher facilitated interactive discussions. Conversely, in a later
period the same teacher deviated from the activity and led an off-topic
discussion for long enough that the observer believed they had mis-
takenly attended the wrong class. When the teacher returned to the
topic, they did not engage with students and the class discussion was
minimal. By the end of the period, the teacher lamented that they found
this activity difficult to deliver, and that was why the students were off
task. It appears that when the teacher enjoys the activities, the students
were more engaged. The classroom observations and feedback helped
guide intervention improvements.

Some teachers implementing the intervention delivered the ma-
jority of the curriculum in an online format. At the request of these
teachers, a few classrooms completed the intervention during class time
on laptops or mobile devices, with minimal teacher participation. In
classroom observations, these students were more on task and better
able to transition to classroom discussions in comparison to classrooms
with full teacher implementation. This led us to consider implementing
the activities in a fully online format. An online format could also ad-
dress other problems that arose during implementation, including tea-
chers’ difficulties using videos or PowerPoints given varying technolo-
gical skill levels. Additionally, if the activities were fully online,
students might be able to complete them without teacher interaction,
providing a more consistent implementation quality. For example, on
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some days there were students who were absent. Given the limited time
available to complete interventions in the public school system, these
students were unable to make up the activities. This was not tracked nor
planned, which made it impossible to account for this variable in
quantitative statistical analyses. If these activities were fully online,
students who missed the activities in class could have the opportunity
to complete them later at home. Implementing the intervention online
could increase the consistency in delivering the activities and reach a
greater number of students.

2.7. Discussion

The qualitative and quantitative feedback during the initiation
phase of the intervention contributed to modifying the intervention
activities and delivery method. EE framework recommends using qua-
litative feedback as a primary source of information in this phase and
doing so contributed to developing and changing the intervention as
needed. The daily qualitative surveys offered insight to which activities
teachers and students enjoyed and engaged with more deeply. The
qualitative recommendations also helped identify common problems
that could be solved through immediate and future modifications.
Using quantitative experimental methods at this stage of the interven-
tion’s evolution is discouraged under the EE framework. In this initia-
tion evaluation, purpose increased only in the group that completed all
intervention activities, not in groups who completed only a specific
subset of activities. These results illustrated one of the reasons why
Randomized Control Trials (RCT) are discouraged, and represent mis-
alignment at the initiation phase in the EE framework. A RCT allowed
an assessment of the activities in their current state, but qualitative
feedback showed implementation variability and a dislike of some ac-
tivities, among other contextual factors that indicated the activities
needed to be modified. In other words, the RCT assessed a set of rapidly
changing activities and if we focused solely on the unfavorable quan-
titative results we would have presumed that the activities did not
work, when instead the qualitative data offered insight to changes that
should be made to the intervention.

2.7.1. Viable validity
Viable validity is an important concern at each intervention phase

under the EE framework (Urban et al., 2014). Questions about viable
validity pertain to the input of relevant stakeholders (e.g., students,
teachers) on whether an intervention is affordable, practical, useful,
helpful in the real world, and if it can be implemented without assis-
tance from the authors or evaluating research team (Chen, 2010; Urban
et al., 2014). Viable validity also evaluates if an intervention can recruit
or retain participants outside of research contexts where participants
are compensated, a program would also need to be evaluable (Chen,
2010). While each aspect of viable validity may not be tested in each of
the current studies it is important to consider the wider scope of a
program being viable in the real world at each stage of a program’s
lifespan. In this case the primary stakeholders are school teachers,
guidance counselors, and the young people themselves. Our interven-
tion demonstrated some viable validity by being affordable, practical
for teachers or students to administer without assistance from the re-
search team, and useful in solving relevant problems of student lack of
purpose, to name just a few examples.

In study 1 viable validity was evaluated by observing classroom
implementation and gathering qualitative feedback from the teachers.
The primary problems to viable validity discovered through this phase
were implementation and engagement variability. Most teachers
wanted a more streamlined and uniform delivery of activities.
Additionally, teachers who implemented the activities mostly or en-
tirely online indicated more favorable opinions of the activities, as well
as more participant engagement. These insights from stakeholders led
us to move the activities to a fully online delivery system.

A fully online intervention might demonstrate more viable validity

because it could increase the ease of use, practicality, and affordability
of implementation without the assistance of the authors. Additionally,
the intervention could be designed to be delivered during an average
class period with little to no teacher involvement. This enables teachers
to use the intervention activities individually or along with other cur-
riculum or character education programs in a manner that is most
convenient to their classroom, making it more practical for a public
school setting.

By delivering fostering purpose activities in a uniform, online
format, the likelihood of random implementation variation diminishes.
Online learning tools allow flexible access by providing teachers, par-
ents, and students access to content and instruction at any time or place
(Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009). Additionally, the
intervention could be used outside of class time or assigned as home-
work so as not to overburden teachers whose instructional time is al-
ready stretched thin preparing students to meet state and federal aca-
demic standards. Online intervention activities could also be used by
home schooled students, incorporated into larger programs, or used by
individual young people who want to increase purpose in their lives
outside of a formal structure. After these modifications, we moved to
the development stage with a clear sense that the intervention should
be fully online and accessible for free.

3. Study 2: development evaluation

The development phase of intervention evolution is characterized
by “changes or revisions; however, the scale and scope of those revi-
sions are smaller than what is seen during initiation” (Urban et al.,
2014, p. 132). Dramatic changes are still possible during the develop-
ment phase, but the intervention is becoming more and more stable as it
is repeatedly tested. Urban et al. (2014) recommend that during this
stage the focus should be on reliability and validity of measures, and
participant outcomes in specific contexts, rather than the general-
izability of the intervention. This may be done through pre and postt-
ests of measures of interest.

During the next phase of the project, individual intervention activ-
ities were tested using a pre and posttest via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
(MTurk), a very specific context, with a young adult sample. The goals
were to discover which individual activities fostered purpose in young
people, make improvements to the effective activities, and establish a
stable set of activities that could be used together in a multi-day in-
tervention.

3.1. Participants

Participants were recruited through MTurk, an online crowdsour-
cing platform enabling researchers to access a generally representative
sample of the broader U.S. population. Research using MTurk samples
points to increased sample diversity when compared to other con-
venience samples (Behrend, Sharek, Meade, & Wiebe, 2011;
Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Summerville & Chartier, 2013). A
total of 14 participants who failed attention check items were removed,
leaving 565 participants included in the final sample (see Table 1 for
sample size by group). The mean age for the sample was 24.61 (SD =
5.68) with an age range of 18–30 years old. There were 296 males and
265 females. The majority (75.6 %) identified as White, 9.7 % identified
as Black, 6.0 % identified as Asian, 5.6 % were Latino and 3.1 %
identified as another race/ethnicity. Most participants (85.7 %) com-
peted some college credit. To qualify for the study, participants had to
reside in the U.S., be 18 or over, and be fluent in English. Participants
were compensated $2 USD for their time.

3.2. Procedure

Participants completed all study components using computers or
mobile devices. Each participant was provided a pretest to measure
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purpose in life and searching for purpose. All items had a five-point
Likert-type response ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly
Agree). After the pretest, each participant was randomly assigned to one
of nine conditions. Each condition included two activities that took
approximately 10 min to complete. The control condition consisted of
two memory activities. Each of the eight intervention conditions con-
sisted of two purpose-enhancing activities presented in a counter-
balanced order to eliminate order effects and isolate effects of each
individual activity (see Table 1 for descriptions of conditions). After
completing the activities, participants completed the posttest which
included a few open ended questions to assess intervention delivery.
Participants were asked, “What, if anything, did you learn about
yourself from these activities?”, as well as open ended questions to
report any confusion, frustration, and positive feedback about the
process of completing the activities. Finally, participants were com-
pensated via MTurk.

3.3. Measures

3.3.1. Purpose in life
As noted previously, an early version of the CPS (Bronk et al., 2018)

was used to examine the three components of purpose (i.e., meaning in
life, goal-orientation, and beyond-the-self; α = .93–.94). While the CPS
is intended to measure identified purpose as an entire scale, many of the
activities were designed to increase either meaning, goal-orientation, or
beyond-the-self concerns so we also examined the subscales of the CPS.

3.3.2. Searching for purpose
Searching for purpose was measured using an early version of the

Searching for Purpose Inventory (SPI) that contained six self-developed
items. Participants were asked to think about the past three days and
answer questions like, “I thought about what is most important to me in
life” and “I thought about how I want to contribute to the world.” The
items measured active thinking about the three components of purpose
in life. Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .89 to .91. The SPI was used as an
intention check as well as a measure of purpose to assess if participants
were completing activities that should increase their purpose as well as
measuring actual increases in their searching for purpose.

3.4. Materials

3.4.1. Fostering purpose toolkit
The fostering purpose intervention included online activities that

were easy to access and disseminate through Qualtrics. Participants
were asked to reflect on their values, goals, what was presently
meaningful to them, and what effect they wished to have on the world
beyond themselves.

3.4.2. Purpose introduction video
A nine-minute video summary of purpose was created by our team

(Adolescent Moral Development Lab, 2017). The video described pur-
pose in lay terms, explained its components, and gave examples to help
participants understand purpose.

3.4.3. Quote activities
Participants read a quote about purpose in life and were asked to

write an open-ended response about what the quote meant to them and
how the quote related to what mattered most in their life.

3.4.4. Best-possible-self activity
These activities were a modified version of Layous, Nelson, and

Lyubomirsky’s (2013) Best Possible Self (BPS) activity. These activities
asked participants to imagine themselves in the future, what they would
be doing, what would be most important to them, and to set goals to get
to their ideal future.

3.4.5. Celebrity video activities
Participants viewed videos of celebrities discussing their purpose.

There were a range of different actors, entertainers, and sports stars of
various genders and ethnicities that shared how they found their pur-
pose and what was most meaningful to them in life.

3.4.6. Q sort activity
In the Q sort, participants ranked 13 statements of values, such as

“supporting social issues is very important to me,” “serving my family is
very important for me,” and “helping others is very important for me.”
These values were placed into one of three categories: “Exactly Like
Me,” “Neither Like Me or Not Like Me,” and “Not at all Like Me.”
Participants were limited to only three values in the “Exactly Like Me”
and “Not at all Like Me” categories to increase their self-awareness of
what was most important to them.

3.4.7. Tattoo activity
Participants wrote about the type of person they are, the things that

matter most to them, and their goals in life. Then, they were tasked to
design a tattoo that would symbolize who they are and what they value.
This activity was previously completed in school classrooms with stu-
dents applying temporary tattoos to themselves. In this fully online
format, participants created and described their tattoo design re-
presenting their purpose in life or picked an image on screen that best
represented their purpose.

3.4.8. Values assessment
In this activity, participants took the Values in Action Inventory of

Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005). Afterwards,

Table 1
Paired samples t-test results for all measures.

Condition (n) CPS Full Scale CPS Meaning CPS Goals CPS Beyond-the-Self SPI

t M Change t M Change t M Change t M Change t M Change

1 BPS & VIA-IS (48) −0.98 −0.09 −0.51 −0.06 −1.45 −0.17 −0.35 −0.04 0.12 0.02
2 BPS & Tattoo (67) 0.83 0.06 2.34* 0.24 −0.06 0.01 −0.73 0.06 3.91*** 0.47
3 BPS & Video (66) 2.83** 0.22 2.73** 0.34 1.56 0.14 2.25* 0.18 4.39*** 0.52
4 BPS & Qsort (72) 2.76** 0.21 3.39** 0.42 2.11* 0.19 0.38 0.03 4.71*** 0.70
5 Quotes & VIA-IS (54) −0.87 −0.06 1.69 0.14 −1.22 0.12 −2.35* 0.19 1.62 0.24
6 Quotes & Tattoo (61) 1.74 0.12 2.64* 0.30 0.08 0.01 0.63 0.05 4.19*** 0.52
7 Quotes & Video (61) 1.2 0.09 2.18* 0.34 −1.78 0.19 1.77 0.13 3.44** 0.42
8 Quotes & Qsort (71) 1.4 0.11 1.95 0.26 0.35 0.03 0.57 0.04 4.36*** 0.64
Control (64) −3.56** −0.22 −2.83** −0.22 −3.68*** −0.29 −1.90 −0.15 −8.80*** −2.17

Notes. Best Possible Self (BPS), Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS), Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS), Searching for Purpose Inventory (SPI).
* p< .05.
** p<0.01.
*** p< .001.
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participants were given a brief report on what they scored highest on,
allowing for reflection on individual values.

3.4.9. Control activities
The control activities focused on teaching memorization strategies.

3.5. Results

No significant differences were found between the treatment and
control in regards to age, gender, ethnicity, or education level. Paired
samples t-tests were performed for each of the conditions. The control
group decreased significantly on both identified purpose (t(63) = -3.56,
p< .01) and searching for purpose (t(63) = -8.80, p< .001), as well as
the CPS subscales of meaning (t(63) = -2.83, p< .01) and goal or-
ientation (t(63) = -3.68, p< .001), but did not change significantly on
the beyond-the-self subscale.

All the intervention groups, with the exception of the two VIA ac-
tivity groups, increased significantly on searching for purpose (see
Table 1). Furthermore, participants in group 3 who completed the BPS
and watched a video about purpose (t(65) = 2.83, p< .01) and group 4
who completed the BPS and a Q sort (t(71) = 2.76, p< .01) increased
significantly on the full CPS scale. Group 2 who completed the BPS and
created a tattoo (t(66) = 2.34, p< .05), group 6 who completed quote
activities and created a tattoo (t(60) = 2.64, p< .05), and group 7 who
read purpose quotes and watched the video (t(60) = 2.18, p< .05)
increased significantly on the CPS meaning subscale. The VIA activities
were not effective at increasing searching for, or identified, purpose. In
fact, group 5 participants who read purpose quotes and completed the
VIA decreased significantly on the CPS beyond-the-self subscale (t(53)
= -2.35, p< .05). These results indicated that six of the seven online
fostering purpose activities did increase searching for and identifying a
purpose in life. For a summary of all analyses, please see Table 1.

3.6. Discussion

Viable validity was again assessed in this phase by examining par-
ticipant responses in the activities, along with open ended questions
about the delivery of the intervention. A few comments allowed us to
fix technological errors with materials not appearing correctly, other-
wise the delivery of the activities was received positively by the par-
ticipants and the activities were presented as intended. The more re-
levant qualitative data was gained by examining participants’ answers
to activity questions. Length, relevance, and depth of participant re-
sponses to activity questions gave some indication of participant mo-
tivation. It appeared that all participants who answered survey atten-
tion check items correctly took the activities seriously. While there was
a range of length and depth to responses, this was expected as each
participant should be at a different stage in their search for purpose. We
expected some participants to be at a developmental phase where they
may not have searched for purpose at all, some participants may al-
ready have a clear sense of purpose, and most participants appeared to
find and clarify their purpose though these activities. Due to this variety
we did not exclude any participants whose qualitative responses were
short or otherwise seemed to indicate lower motivation. While parti-
cipants themselves are one relevant stakeholder this study did not as-
sess the viability of the intervention with the other most relevant sta-
keholder, teachers. This study did not involve teachers in any way and
while it only assesses a small aspect of the wide scope of viable validity
the move to online activities should help increase the practicality of the
intervention, as well as the affordability with all activities being offered
for free.

In the Evolutionary Evaluation spirit of development and change,
after discovering the success of these six activities, an additional two
activities were added to the intervention. An email activity asked par-
ticipants to message one to five adults they respected and knew well,
such as mentors, coaches, close friends, and family members.

Participants were provided an email template asking the recipient to
reflect on the participants’ strengths and talents, and how they could
see the participant contributing to the world in the future. About five
days later, participants who received responses were asked how they
felt when reading their messages. This activity was designed to help
participants reflect on their purpose, as well as gain input from a person
the participant respected. A gratitude activity, based off the “three good
things” activities, was also added to the purpose intervention
(Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). The exercise was designed to
stimulate participants’ thinking outside of themselves to help expand
their capacity for beyond-the-self thinking. These activities were eval-
uated using the same methods described above and proved effective in
increasing MTurk participants’ purpose scores.

We also tested another implementation of the fostering purpose
activities that tailored the activities a participant received based on
their lowest score for the subscales on the CPS. For example, partici-
pants who scored low on the meaningfulness subscale of the CPS were
presented with activities that were shown to increase personal mean-
ingfulness, such as the BPS, tattoo, and quotes activities. While the
activities did increase purpose in participants overall, they failed to
increase the specific components of purpose the activities directed them
towards (e.g., meaning or beyond-the-self concerns) significantly more
than activities that were shown to increase other components of pur-
pose (e.g., goal orientation). A possible reason for these results is that
the early version of the CPS was not as reliable and did not provide
enough valid data about each subscale to be used in this manner. This
failure to tailor activities to a person who needs more personal mean-
ingfulness, goal orientation, or beyond-the-self concerns to increase
their purpose is a clear demonstration of the development phase of
Evolutionary Evaluation. According to EE, the development phase of an
intervention is marked by changes to the intervention based on eva-
luation results. During this phase, the intervention was still evolving
and tested repeatedly as it became more stable. When the intervention
demonstrated consistent stability over repeated testing, we moved
forward in testing its stability as a full intervention with all the effective
activities delivered to participants as a single curriculum.

4. Study 3: stability evaluation

One difficulty of using the EE lens to evaluate a program through its
evolution is deciding when a program has moved to a lifecycle phase
where it is stable as opposed to developing. Programs evolve over their
lifespan and may need to move from a phase of stability to a phase of
development after some time. This can make it difficult to determine if
an evaluation should focus more on assessing the change of develop-
ment or the comparison and control recommended in a more stable
program. This problem is further exasperated when we examined our
evaluations in light of the EE approach retrospectively.

Study 3 is the first time the individual activities were combined in a
multi-day format where participants completed all activities.
Additionally, a synthesis activity was added that could not be tested
individually without completing all other activities beforehand. While
this was the natural evolution of the program it suggested that the
program in this form may again be in the initiation phase and may need
to be altered further and a process and response or development eva-
luation might be most informative. However at this point in the pro-
gram, the individual activity components were already studied, refined,
selected, and stabilized. This suggested that future refinements were not
likely to be as large and a stability evaluation would be most in-
formative at this point in the program’s evolution. Thus, we chose to
focus our evaluation on the stability of the program while including
aspects of the process and response evaluation similar to studies 1 and
2.

Evaluations at the stability phase of an intervention are character-
ized by a focus on comparison and control (Urban et al., 2014). Ex-
perimental and quasi-experimental methods can examine if the
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intervention caused a change in purpose. In other words, we examined
if the intervention demonstrated internal validity. While the terms
comparison and control inspire thoughts of controlled experiments,
evaluations of stable interventions can also incorporate comparative
qualitative methods.

After discovering which activities were effective at fostering a
purpose in life, those activities were combined into a full intervention.
Adolescents and young adults completed two to three fostering purpose
activities a day, over the course of four days. The full intervention was
tested experimentally through Amazon’s MTurk. We expected partici-
pants who completed this longer intervention would increase in both
searching for purpose and identified purpose, while participants in the
control condition would not.

4.1. Participants

A total of 169 participants were recruited through MTurk, with 73
in the intervention group and 96 in the control group. The mean age
was 23.7 (SD = 4.11), with a range from 18−28. The sample was
approximately even across males and females (51.3 % male). The ma-
jority (66.7 %) identified as White, 12.1 % identified as Black, 7.6 %
identified as Asian, 7.6 % were Latino, and 4.5 % identified as another
race/ethnicity. Most participants (90.6 %) indicated that they had
completed at least some college credit. The same eligibility require-
ments for study 2 were used in this study.

4.2. Procedure

Participants completed a pretest to measure their purpose in life and
searching for purpose, with the order of scale items randomized across
participants. All items had a five-point Likert-type response ranging
from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). After the pretest, each
participant was randomly assigned to one of two conditions. Each
condition completed four sessions or days of activities; each session
took approximately 30 min to complete. The treatment group com-
pleted fostering purpose activities while the control group completed
memory activities. After completing the activities, participants took a
posttest. Subsequent surveys were sent to participants, with a lagged
follow up about one week later and again two weeks afterward.
Participants were compensated $9.50 USD for their time.

4.3. Measures

Purpose in life was measured using the CPS (Bronk et al., 2018); the
Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .89 to .94. Searching for purpose was
measured using the Searching for Purpose Inventory (Cronbach’s alpha
= .79–.88). Both measures were described in prior sections.

4.4. Materials

4.4.1. Fostering purpose toolkit
The purpose intervention included four online sessions that asked

participants to reflect on their values, goals, what was presently
meaningful to them, and what effect they wished to have on the world
beyond themselves. Most of the activities were described in study 2,
however one additional activity (detailed below) was included to syn-
thesize the curriculum on the last day of the intervention.

4.4.2. Synthesis activity
This activity was designed to summarize and synthesize what par-

ticipants experienced in the intervention. Participants were reminded
about their reported future plans and ideal world. They were then asked
to set specific goals for the next month, year, and five years to work
towards their purpose.

4.4.3. Control activities
These activities focused on memorization strategies. Participants

completed four sessions of activities, each 15−20 min in length. During
the first session, participants practiced memorization skills; later ac-
tivities built on these skills leading to other types of memory skills, such
as location memory. Participants also learned the MAPS (Music,
Association, Picturing, Stories) technique to remember individual
pieces of information. These activities were delivered through Qualtrics
in the same manner as the intervention activities.

4.5. Results and discussion

The focus of study 3 was to evaluate the internal validity of the
fostering purpose intervention as a full and stable curriculum and ex-
amine the effects of the activities in the weeks after the intervention
among late adolescents and young adults. However, through the lens of
EE, the program at this phase could also be seen as being in the in-
itiation or development phase. As such, additional studies were con-
ducted that are not discussed in this paper. In one study we attempted
to tailor activities to increase participants’ purpose to specifically in-
crease their beyond the self concerns, develop personal meaning, or
increase goal directedness, depending on which component they scored
lowest. While this did not successfully increase individual components
of purpose it offered more focus on implementation, participant sa-
tisfaction, and qualitative assessments of change. Another study ex-
amined the stability of the program more explicitly without examining
changes using a process and response evaluation (Bronk et al., 2019).
These studies suggested that the stability evaluation used in study 3 was
appropriate with our additional qualitative measure included.

No significant differences were found between intervention and
control groups on age, gender, ethnicity, or education level. Paired
samples t-tests were performed for each of the conditions. As expected,
there was no significant difference from the pre to posttest on the CPS (t
(62) = 1.50, p> .05) or the SPI (t(68) = -0.13, p> .05) for the control
group.

Searching for purpose and identified purpose did increase in the
intervention group. Paired samples t-tests revealed significant increases
from pretest (M = 5.54, SD = .91) to posttest (M = 5.74, SD = .82) on
the CPS (t(65) = 2.08, p = .041) and with the Searching for Purpose
Inventory pretest (M = 5.55, SD = 1.05) to posttest (M = 6.06, SD =
.78) (t(65) = 3.90, p< .001) for the intervention group. This evidence
suggested that the fostering purpose activities helped adolescents and
young adults search for purpose, which led to an increase in purpose in
life over the short span of one week.

To further compare the difference between the control and treat-
ment groups, we calculated change scores on the CPS and SPI from pre
to posttest for both groups, and used independent samples t-tests to
make group comparisons. We found that there were significant differ-
ences in pre to post changes between the control and intervention group
on the CPS (t(120) = 2.39, p = .018) and SPI (t(133) = 3.05, p =
.003). This showed that while the increase in purpose for the treatment
group had a relatively small effect size, participants’ change in purpose
was significantly greater than it would have been without the fostering
purpose activities.

Finally, we conducted longitudinal analyses to examine the change
in purpose over time and how long the effect of the fostering purpose
intervention lasted. We examined data across the four time points. Time
1 included the pretest survey that participants completed prior to
commencing the four-day purpose intervention. Time 2 included the
posttest that was provided immediately after the final day of activities,
and the remaining time points consisted of the two lagged follow-ups
that were each spaced one week apart.

Longitudinal data was available from 45 purpose intervention par-
ticipants. We did not include control group participants in the long-
itudinal follow up surveys, given that there was no change in their
purpose from the pretest to posttest. No significant differences were
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found on age, gender, ethnicity, or education level for participants who
completed all time points and those who did not. The treatment group’s
trend on purpose in life was compared using a General Linear Model. As
shown in Fig. 1, the increase in purpose (measured by the CPS) depicted
a significant linear trend (F(1, 23) = 4.533, p = .044) between the
pretest (M= 5.64, SD=0.68), posttest (M= 5.76, SD= 0.80), and lag
tests 1 (M= 5.98, SD= 0.68) and 2 (M= 5.89, SD= 0.78). There was
a moderately significant quadratic trend in searching for purpose (F(1,
16) = 3.05, p = .100), such that, the intervention group demonstrated
a significant increase in searching for purpose from pretest (M = 5.37,
SD = 1.11) to posttest (M = 5.97, SD = 0.76), and a decrease in
searching for purpose after the intervention was completed at lag 1 (M
= 5.70, SD = 0.82) and 2 (M = 5.56, SD = 0.90).

These results indicated that participants’ purpose in life increased
during the week of the intervention and the week following the inter-
vention, and this increase in purpose remained relatively constant for a
few weeks after the intervention. Additionally, there was a significant
increase in searching for purpose in the intervention group during the
week of the intervention. However, participants reported that they
searched for purpose less and less at the lag 1 and 2 follow ups (Figs. 2
and 3). This suggested that the fostering purpose activities guided
participants to search for their purpose over the course of the inter-
vention activities and while some found more purpose during the week
of the intervention, many participants continued to clarify their pur-
pose in the week after the intervention concluded. Qualitative re-
sponses within the activities reinforced the quantitative results in-
dicating that participants took the activities seriously, understood
them, were motivated to complete all activities, and felt satisfied with
the activities. Additionally, our qualitative measures showed that the
implementation of the program was effective, and many participants

showed clear development in their search for purpose over the course of
the intervention.

5. Study 4: dissemination evaluation

Evaluations at the dissemination phase of an intervention are
characterized by a focus on the generalizability of the intervention and
external validity (Urban et al., 2014). Multiple contexts, or sites, and
implementations should be tested. The aim of generalizability evalua-
tions is to ensure that the intervention performs similarly across set-
tings, populations, or cultures depending on the goals of the interven-
tion.

In order to test the intervention’s generalizability across different
settings, the final evaluation used adolescents in multiple high schools
and young adults at several universities in the western United States to
examine generalizability at multiple sites in a real-world format. We
expected that adolescent high school students and young adult college
students in the treatment group who completed four days of the fos-
tering purpose activities would increase in searching for purpose and
identified purpose. Conversely, we expected that students in the control
conditions would demonstrate no increase in purpose after completing
the online memory activities.

5.1. Participants

A total of 285 adolescents were recruited from multiple high schools
in the western United States. Most students were randomly assigned to
either the control (n = 116) or intervention condition (n = 143).
However, one classroom of 27 students completed the activities during
class time, meaning they could not be randomly assigned individually

Fig. 1. CPS and SPItreatment group mean scores across time points.

Fig. 2. SPI Group Comparisons for Adolescents and Young Adults.
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and instead were all included in the intervention group, bringing the
total intervention sample size to 170. The mean age for the sample was
16.83 years (SD = .93), with a range from 15 to 19. Most participants
(62.2 %) identified as female, 37.1 % identified as male, and 0.6 %
identified as another gender. Additionally, 29.6 % participants identi-
fied as Latino, 22.8 % as White, 17 % as Asian, 14.2 % identified as
mixed race/ethnicity, and 4% Black. Students were given $5 USD for
completing the pretest, fostering purpose activities, and posttest.
Adolescents were included in the study if they had parental consent, or
if they were 18 years of age or older and provided their own consent,
and passed attention checks in the surveys.

Additionally, 294 young adults were recruited from six colleges in
southern California in a separate test of the fostering purpose inter-
vention. From the young adult sample, 121 were randomly assigned to
the control group and 173 to the intervention group. The mean age for
the sample was 22.12 years (SD = 3.51), with a range from 18 to 40.
Most participants (83 %) identified as female. Additionally, 56.5 % of
participants identified as Latino, 22.1 % as White, 8.3 % as Asian, 2.8 %
as Black, and 10.3 % identified as another race or ethnicity. Students
were given extra credit from their professors for participating in the
study. Students were included in the study if they were 18 years of age
or older, provided consent, and passed attention checks in the surveys.

5.2. Measures and procedures

To measure participants’ searching for purpose we used the
Searching for Purpose Inventory (Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .88 to
.92), which was described in study 2. To measure identified purpose in
life we used the published version of the Claremont Purpose Scale (CPS;
Bronk et al., 2018). The CPS consisted of 12 questions measuring each
of the three components of purpose. Sample questions included: “How
clear is your sense of purpose in life?” and “How important is it for you
to make the world a better place in some way?” Participants responded
on a five-point Likert scale. The Cronbach’s alpha for this study ranged
from .90 to .91.

Procedures for this study were similar to those used in study 3.
Participants began by taking a pretest to measure their purpose in life
and searching for purpose. After the pretest, each participant was
randomly assigned to one of two conditions. Participants in the inter-
vention and control conditions completed four sessions of activities;
each session took about 30 min to complete. The intervention group
completed fostering purpose activities while the control condition
completed memory activities. After the four sessions, participants took
the posttest survey. A lagged follow up survey was sent to participants
about one week later, and again two weeks after participants completed
the posttest.

5.3. Results and discussion

5.3.1. Adolescent sample
No significant differences were found in age, gender, or ethnicity

between groups. Paired samples t-tests were used to test changes in
purpose from the pretest to posttest in each group. Additionally, in-
dependent samples t-test were used to compare changes between the
intervention group and the control group.

In paired samples t-tests, the control group showed a marginally
significant decrease from the pretest (M = 3.48, SD = .59) to posttest
(M = 3.40, SD = .64) on the CPS (t(51) = -1.96, p = .055). There was
also no significant difference in searching for purpose (SPI) from pre (M
= 4.83, SD = 1.11) to posttest (M = 4.93, SD = 1.28) (t(50) = 1.29,
p> .05).

In contrast, the intervention group showed a marginally significant
increase on the CPS from pretest (M= 3.39, SD= .66) to posttest (M=
3.55, SD = .84) (t(69) = 1.93, p = .058), and a nonsignificant increase
from pretest (M = 5.00, SD = 1.27) to posttest (M = 5.23, SD = 1.53)
on the SPI (t(68) = 1.62, p> .05).

While the change in the CPS from pre to post was marginally sig-
nificant for both the control and intervention groups, when comparing
groups using an independent samples t-test the change in searching for
purpose (SPI) from pretest to posttest was not significantly different
between the control and fostering purpose groups (t(120) = 2.71,
p> .05). However, we found a significant difference between the
control and fostering purpose groups on identified purpose (CPS) (t
(120) = 2.39, p = .018). This shows that while the increase in purpose
for the intervention group showed a small effect size, the students’
change in purpose was significantly greater than it would have been
without the fostering purpose intervention.

Viable validity was evaluated in the adolescent sample by ex-
amining the qualitative responses of the most important stakeholders,
the teachers and students. A semi-structured interview was conducted
with teachers after completing the intervention. Teachers shared posi-
tive comments about the affordability of the intervention and the ease
of use with students completing activities at home, in class on mobile
devices, or in computer labs. In fact, one teacher asked the authors to
deliver the intervention, but after observing the ease of delivery in their
first period class, this teacher volunteered to deliver the intervention to
their other classes without support. Teachers also expressed that they
believed the intervention was effective. They commented that on
average their students articulated a clearer view of their own goals and
purpose by the end of the week and thus were excited to use the in-
tervention again in future courses. As further evidence of the inter-
vention’s viability, in the following school year more than half of the
high school teachers who participated in the study used the interven-
tion in their classes without support from the research team. Moreover,
students continued to indicate positive feelings about the intervention
whether they completed activities in class or on their own. While these

Fig. 3. CPS Group Comparisons for Adolescents and Young Adults.
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adolescent students did not demonstrate a large change in purpose
quantitatively, their qualitative responses in activity prompts indicated
that many were actively searching for purpose and many students de-
veloped a clearer purpose by the end of the intervention.

5.3.2. Young adult sample
No significant differences were found in age, gender, or ethnicity

between the groups. Paired samples t-tests were performed for each
measure in each group. As expected, the control group showed no
significant differences from pre to post on the CPS (t(81) = .06,
p> .05) or the SPI (t(80) = -1.09, p> .05).

In contrast, the intervention group showed significant increases
from pre (M= 3.75, SD= .59) to posttest (M= 3.89, SD= .63) on the
CPS (t(113) = 3.21, p< .01), and from pre (M = 5.48, SD = 1.07) to
post (M = 5.76, SD = 1.15) on the SPI (t(113) = 2.87, p< .01).

When comparing the change in purpose between groups using an
independent sample t-test, a significant difference was found on pre to
posttest changes in the CPS (t(194) = -2.12, p = .036) and the SPI (t
(193) = -2.70, p = .008). This indicated that the intervention group
had significantly greater changes on both the CPS and the SPI in
comparison to the control group.

These studies confirmed and replicated our earlier MTurk findings
in samples of high school and college students. Specifically, we ob-
served increases in purpose within our fostering purpose adolescents
and young adult intervention groups, compared to both control groups.
Furthermore, we tested a third time point after the posttest, similar to
the process described in study 3. Unfortunately, too many participants
failed to participate in the third follow up study and there was an in-
sufficient sample size to run a GLM for the adolescents or young adults.
Although the sample size was too small for quantitative analyses, our
hypothesis appeared to be supported. The trend in mean scores on the
CPS and SPI were similar to the trends found in study 3: identified
purpose scores in the fostering purpose group increased and remained
consistent.

These results suggest that the intervention may be more effective for
young adults than for adolescents. We hypothesized two reasons for this
occurrence, with the first being methodological. After initial testing
with adolescents in high schools we tested many of our intervention
revisions exclusively with samples of young adults through MTurk. Due
to difficulties sampling minor participants using MTurk, many of the
intervention iterations were tested with young adults aged 18 and
older. We sampled adolescents a few times throughout the evolution of
the intervention, but the methodological limitation of using MTurk so
extensively may have led to the intervention evolving in a way that is
more uniquely tailored to young adults rather than adolescents. The
second possible reason for young adults’ purpose increasing more dra-
matically could be contributed to young adults being more ready to
identify their purpose at this point in their development. While young
people can develop purpose early in adolescence, the most common
time period to develop purpose is in later adolescence and early
adulthood (Bronk, 2012; Pfund and Hill, 2018). Adolescents are in-
volved in purpose exploration, but young adults tend to be identifying a
purpose or committing to their purpose at a higher rate than adoles-
cents (Bronk, Hill, Lapsley, Talib, & Finch, 2009; Bronk, 2012). The CPS
measures identified purpose, and this natural course of development
may be why we observed identified purpose increasing more in young
adults.

The results from study four indicated that the intervention is gen-
eralizable across the contexts and sites it was tested in. In both high
schools and colleges across the western United States students showed
increases in searching for purpose and identified purpose as a result of
the fostering purpose intervention. While this was a promising result
that suggested the intervention may be generalizable to other U.S. high
school and college students, it is important to remember that inter-
ventions continue to evolve. As such, we agreed with Urban et al.
(2014) who recommend the further evaluation of the generalizability of

an intervention across relevant contexts.

6. General discussion

The aim of this project was to build an effective purpose interven-
tion, from the initiation to the dissemination phase. The fostering
purpose project began with a few activities in the initiation phase,
which were artificially selected, and modified until the project evolved
into a successful, generalizable intervention that could be applied in
various contexts to increase purpose in adolescents and young adults.
Study one evaluated numerous activities delivered in three different
combinations and demonstrated that the activities were an effective,
convenient method to increase purpose in life for adolescents and
young adults. Study two evaluated the standalone activities and artifi-
cially selected those most effective at increasing purpose in life, while
study three tested the first full intervention which included the most
effective activities and suggested that the intervention was more ef-
fective at increasing purpose when participants completed all the ac-
tivities. Study four extended the context for program implementation
and demonstrated the intervention’s utility, practicality, and suitability
in a number of high schools and college settings. This artificial selection
of the program components, or activities, enabled the Fostering Purpose
Project to evolve into a useful program to increase purpose in young
people.

6.1. EE framework and curriculum development

Evolutionary Evaluation was not necessarily intended to guide the
whole lifespan of an intervention, but may be an effective framework to
use for the development of an intervention. Alignment of the evaluation
and intervention phases is key. Alignment ensures that information
gained through the evaluation is the most relevant for building the
intervention (Urban et al., 2014). As discussed in study 1, the use of an
RCT was not advised under the EE framework and our use of qualitative
methods proved far more useful in that phase. Using appropriate eva-
luation methods in the initiation and development phases enabled the
intervention to evolve and work effectively in relevant contexts. Ad-
ditionally, comparing and controlling for variables helped determine
when the intervention was stable. Finally, as EE recommends, testing
the evaluation in multiple contexts helped us determine that the in-
tervention could successfully be generalized to different contexts, in-
cluding high school and college settings with adolescents and young
adults.

One additional departure from EE was that we largely neglected
viable validity in studies 2 and 3. Viable validity is important at each
phase of an intervention’s evolution (Urban et al., 2014) and our ac-
tivities and intervention may have evolved more quickly if we had more
directly evaluated viable validity at each phase. Although we measured
the implementation directly in study 1 and conducted semi-structured
interviews with teachers in study 4 to understand stakeholder per-
spectives, a greater focus and explicit measures could have revealed
more about the practicality, affordability, suitability, evaluability, and
helpfulness of the intervention in the contexts it was delivered in. As
such, we recommend that future researchers using the EE framework to
develop an intervention should focus on the full scope of viable validity
throughout the evolution of their intervention (e.g., Chen, 2010).

At the conclusion of intervention’s development and evaluation we
discovered that our testing approach could be interpreted using the EE
framework. While not tested for explicitly, the success in developing the
intervention and evaluating the methods in light of EE, suggests that the
EE framework could be useful in building an effective intervention from
initiation to dissemination.

6.2. Conclusions

The Fostering Purpose Toolkit is a collection of four sets of free,
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online activities, slightly shorter than a traditional class period. The
Toolkit allows professors, teachers, parents, and adolescents flexibility
in how and when they access the content or incorporate it into their
curriculum. Activities can be completed inside or outside of class-time
to fit the needs of students, while not overburdening teachers.
Additionally, an individual could increase their purpose when com-
pleting only one or two activities, rather than the entire set, if they were
limited by time or a preset curriculum. This flexibility allows for the
bundling of the fostering purpose activities with other character edu-
cation programs. Berkowitz and Bier (2007) found that many of the
most effective character education programs combine multiple tools
and program components together for more dramatic effects. Quanti-
tative data indicated that the intervention may be most effective for
young adults who are developmentally more ready for finding purpose
in life (Bronk, 2012). However, qualitative and quantitative data
showed that many younger adolescents were at a phase in their de-
velopment where these activities brought them closer to identifying
their purpose in life. We encourage teachers, professors, coaches, par-
ents, mentors, and young people themselves to use the intervention to
foster purpose. Further, we encourage others to use the EE principles to
evaluate the fostering purpose intervention in other contexts, including
with other cultures.
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