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Abstract

Many people experience a traumatic event at least once during life. Apart from negative men-

tal health consequences, trauma research also detected positive changes and aspects of well-

being in individuals after facing adversity. Despite of suffering and struggles in the aftermath 

of trauma, some people show significant progress in psychological functioning that expresses

itself inter alia in an increased sense of connectedness to others. There is consensus on the ex-

istence of this phenomenon called posttraumatic growth (PTG). However, information is 

lacking about what factors contribute to this favourable process. Research suggests meaning 

in life (MIL) to be of relevance for successful coping and flourishing after trauma. The 

present literature review is the first one to summarize quantitative evidence on the relation-

ship between MIL and PTG. An overview of 14 cross-sectional studies found small to moder-

ate associations between both concepts independent of the type of trauma, across different 

self-report instruments and beyond sociodemographic and other control variables. Global 

meaning and presence of meaning show consistent positive associations, while contradictory 

findings appear regarding the search for meaning. While the results call for further research 

on causal effects, the main findings support the idea of implementing MIL and PTG in clini-

cal practice. More specifically, psychological emergency and health care professionals should

be educated on the importance of these concepts to prevent negative mental health outcomes 

and enhance well-being after traumatic exposure.
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Introduction

The majority of the general population is exposed to a traumatic event at least once during 

life: While Knipscheer at al. (2020) recently measured a 70% lifetime prevalence of poten-

tially traumatic events in the Dutch population, even 90% of participants were found to be af-

fected by traumatic exposure in a U.S. study (Kilpatrick, 2013). The term trauma derives 

from the Greek language and means “injury” (Wirtz, 2019).  The Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) of the American Psychiatric Association (APA, 2013) 

defines trauma as a confrontation with actual or threatened death, severe injury or sexual as-

sault. A person may be directly exposed to a traumatic event, but can be equally affected by 

witnessing another person being exposed to trauma or by learning from a traumatic event that

happened to close others. Alternatively, one may also be traumatized when repeatedly con-

fronted with “aversive details of the traumatic event(s)” (APA, 2013). Although not everyone 

who experiences a traumatic situation develops a posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), vari-

ous negative mental health outcomes are known to occur (Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration, 2014). Meanwhile, trauma research also detected positive 

changes after traumatic exposure (Linley & Joseph, 2004; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995). In 

light of these findings, the concepts of meaning in life (MIL) and posttraumatic growth 

(PTG) increasingly gain in relevance. They appear to function as protective factors, to facili-

tate coping and to enhance well-being during and beyond times of adversity (Weathers et al., 

2016). The present study aims to summarize the ongoing research on the relationship between

MIL and PTG in a systematic literature review. The following paragraphs will first define 

both concepts. Afterwards, their theoretical relationship and first empirical findings are dis-

cussed.
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Posttraumatic Growth

Research suggests that a traumatic experience results in a sudden change of an overall pos-

itive to a shattered perspective on the world (Janoff-Bulman, 1989). The once natural view of 

oneself being a worthy individual as well as of the world as a benevolent, meaningful place is

challenged to its core. Psychological distress and posttraumatic symptoms are possible reac-

tions to traumatic exposure (Bohlmeijer & Hulsbergen, 2018). However, some of those af-

fected also report positive changes and progress in psychological functioning defined as post-

traumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Introduced by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) 

the concept of posttraumatic growth refers to five domains, in which a person may surpass 

the former self in the aftermath of trauma: Appreciation of life (changed sense of priorities), 

closer relationships (sense of connectedness), personal strengths (enhanced coping and re-

silience), new perspectives (increase of inspiration and goal-setting) and spirituality (greater 

interest in religion, philosophy and existential matters). There are first indications that PTG is

associated with positive mental health outcomes and therefore of worth to be supported. Mid-

dleton (2016) expects high well-being resp. flourishing (see Keyes, 2002) and posttraumatic 

growth to be closely related due to major theoretical overlaps. Indeed, research detected that 

PTG buffers the negative effect of posttraumatic stress symptoms (PTSS) on psychological 

distress and well-being (Bluvstein et al., 2013). Yu et al. (2014) also found PTG to be associ-

ated with more positive emotions, enhanced emotion regulation and increased self-efficacy in

cancer patients. Moreover, PTG appears to contribute to higher life satisfaction (Triplett et al.,

2012), increased health-related life quality (Liu et al., 2020; Sim et al., 2015) and less depres-

sive symptoms (Helgeson et al., 2006). Whereas the concept of PTG appears fairly concise 

and consistent across research literature, the picture is less clear regarding the concept of 

meaning in life.
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Meaning in Life

Despite its long-lasting history, there is no consensus about the definition of the meaning 

in life construct. The amount, diversity and quality of instruments to measure MIL resemble 

the scope of conceptualizations and underline the need for further research on this construct 

(Brandstätter et al., 2012). The term goes back to the Austrian psychologist Viktor Frankl 

(1985) and his personal experiences as concentration camp prisoner during Holocaust. He de-

scribes meaning to be a specific, sense-making aspect of each individual’s life built upon per-

sonal values and present even in times of severest suffering. Based on this conceptualization, 

several definitions have been introduced alternately determining MIL as a unidimensional or 

multidimensional construct. Modern research aims to break down the past variety of defini-

tions and tends to define MIL as a three-dimensional construct (George & Park, 2016; 

Heintzelmann & King, 2014; Martela & Steger, 2016). According to these theoretical consid-

erations MIL comprises (a) a sense of the world, one’s life and own experiences (coherence/

comprehension), (b) a sense of a desired future and goal-direction (purpose) as well as (c) a 

sense of existential value and self-worthiness (significance/mattering). MIL consists of the 

cognitive dimension of coherence resp. comprehension to neutrally describe and understand 

the own autobiography in the context of world history. The other two dimensions evaluate 

one’s own self-worth, actions and achievements in relation to societal norms and values: Pur-

pose arises through viable prospects and builds the motivational component of meaning. Sig-

nificance or mattering is created with regard to present life aspects of personal importance 

and forms the affective dimension of meaning. 

Apart from construct dimensionality, there has been some discussion in research literature 

about the relation between meaning and purpose in life: Whereas some authors like Frankl 

use meaning and purpose interchangeably, others claim that meaning and purpose refer to dis-
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tinct constructs (George & Park, 2013): While the narrower term purpose refers to a source of

motivation and goal-directed behavior, meaning is the extent to which an individual compre-

hends and finds value in the own life story. In 2009, Morgan and Farsides found quantitive 

evidence for a multidimensional conceptualization with purpose being one component of 

meaning. Based on these findings, George and Park (2013) conducted further research reveal-

ing that both constructs correlate with each other, but relate to completely different predictors

and outcome variables. Inter alia no correlation between purpose in life (PIL) and PTG, but a 

positive association between MIL and PTG was found. In line with these findings, current lit-

erature determines purpose as one out of the three components of meaning stated above 

(George & Park, 2016; Martela & Steger, 2016). 

In a review by Brandstätter et al. (2012) it appears that the three dimensions of MIL are 

only partially addressed in corresponding instruments, which vary extremely with regard to 

the construct facets they focus on and try to assess. The study also points to presence of 

meaning (PM) and search for meaning (SM) being two frequently measured aspects of mean-

ing. They both derive from and build the two subscales of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire 

by Steger et al. that was introduced in 2006 and is widely used since then. While presence of 

meaning can be defined as the current extent of an individual’s perceived meaning in life, 

search for meaning refers to the degree an individual is willing to seek meaning in life hence-

forth. The latter aspect is the source of an ongoing debate in research literature: Whereas 

Frankl (1985) and Maddi (1970) regard search for meaning as a natural and motivational fac-

tor of everybody’s life and an indicator of mental health, Baumeister (1991) and Klinger 

(1998) see search for meaning as a result of unfulfilled needs and a risk factor for psychologi-

cal dysfunction. In a recent meta-analysis of 147 studies (Li et al., 2020), PM was moderately

and SM weakly associated with subjective well-being. Moreover, Lin et al. (2020) found 
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search for meaning to be associated with more life satisfaction. In contrast, earlier studies by 

Steger, Kashdan et al. (2008) found that search for meaning is related to rumination and 

lower psychological wellbeing in terms of environmental mastery, relatedness and self-accep-

tance. In addition, Schulenberg, Strack et al. (2011) detected a stronger urge to search for 

meaning accompanied by more psychological distress. These inconsistent findings regarding 

mental health outcomes suggest that there might also be differences between PM and SM 

with respect to posttraumatic growth.

The Relation and Relevance of Meaning in Life and Posttraumatic Growth 

Understanding the relationship of meaning in life and posttraumatic growth appears to be 

worthwhile as both constructs appear to be associated with positive health outcomes. Mean-

ing in life has been found to enhance physical health (Affleck et al., 1987; Bower et al., 

1998), mental health and well-being (Park & Gutierrez, 2013). In a Meta-Analysis, Helgeson 

et al. (2006) detected that higher PTG scores are related to more well-being (r = 0.22; 95% 

CI: 0.18 to 0.25, k =17) in people affected by different kinds of traumatic experiences. More-

over, recent findings support early observations by Frankl (1985) that meaning functions as a 

protective and motivational factor especially in times of suffering: A random-effects meta-

analysis (Fischer et al., 2020) detected a significant negative relationship with moderate ef-

fect size (r = -0.41; 95% CI: -0.47 to -0.35, k =25) between MIL and posttraumatic stress 

symptoms in the U.S. military personnel. The results appear to apply for the sample (N = 

9,751) independent from age, sex, race and marital status. Similar outcomes appear in another

random-effects meta-analysis by Winger et al. (2016) reporting a moderate negative associa-

tion between MIL and psychological distress in cancer patients (r = - 0.41, 95% CI: > 0.47 to 

> 0.35, k = 44), again without being influenced by moderators. These findings suggest that 
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MIL could be an important resource with a buffering effect for negative mental health out-

comes or a supportive factor for recovery after being confronted with a traumatic life event. 

More remarkably, meaning in life even appears to contribute to the process of coping and 

growth resulting from the struggle with traumatic life challenges (Calhoun et al., 2000; Cann,

Calhoun, Tedeschi & Solomon, 2010; Park, 2010; Sumalla et al., 2009). Coping with adver-

sity comprises goal adjustment, the accomplishment of tasks and handling difficult emotions 

(Bohlmeijer & Hulsbergen, 2018). This process requires the modification of the former belief

system and the creation of a new assumptive world, in which the traumatic experience can be 

sensibly integrated (Janoff-Bulmann, 1992; Joseph, 2012). This way of reflective thinking in-

cludes the understanding of what happened, finding valuable aspects in times of adversity and

forming a coherent life story with the traumatic experience being a new part in it (Cann, Cal-

houn, Tedeschi, Solomon et al., 2010). Park (2010) reports some earlier study results, which 

found meaning-making coping with a traumatic event to be a determinant for PTG (e.g. 

Armeli et al., 2001; Frazier at al., 2004; Sears et al., 2003). Calhoun (2000) also detected a 

positive correlation between meaning-making and PTG and there is empirical support for a 

positive relationship between the presence of MIL and PTG (Cann, Calhoun, Tedeschi & 

Solomon, 2010).

The relationship between MIL, PTG and positive mental health is also partially supported 

in intervention studies. In a randomized controlled trial (RCT), Zheng et al. (2019) found 

MIL to mediate the positive effect of expressive writing and use of cognitive words on PTG 

in traumatized university students. Moreover, in a longitudinal intervention study, Hayes et al.

(2005) showed that meaning-centered interventions (MCIs) resulted in increased meaning-

making, which also lead to lower depression levels as well as higher self-esteem and PTG. 

While these findings nourish the idea to integrate MIL in clinical interventions promoting 



9

PTG, the overall state-of-the-art is inconsistent with regard to other RCT studies underlining 

the need for further research on relevant variables and mechanisms. Kissane et al. (2019) 

found moderate positive effects of meaning-centered life review therapy on PTG in cancer 

patients. However, the intervention did only increase purpose in terms of future-oriented 

choices and goal-setting, but not personal meaning. In a study by van der Spek et al. (2017), 

meaning-centered group therapy increased personal meaning, psychological well-being and 

mental health in cancer survivors, but the hypothesized impact on PTG was not supported. In-

vestigating the underlying constructs and their relationships can contribute to the clarification

of these contradictory findings and to the creation of effective interventions.

In sum, research literature hints at a relationship between MIL and PTG and its relevance 

for positive health outcomes and well-being. Currently, a fair amount of articles on this sub-

ject does exist, but a systematic overview is still lacking. The present study is therefore re-

quired to lie the foundation for future research and clinical practice regarding the implemen-

tation of both concepts in the treatment after trauma exposure. The main research question 

(RQ) to be investigated in the present study is: What is the relation between meaning in life 

and posttraumatic growth? Apart from that, the following subquestions (SQ) are of interest: 

(1) What are the characteristics of studies on the relationship between meaning in life and 

posttraumatic growth?

(2) What differences in study results can be identified with respect to trauma type?

(3) What differences in study results can be found between global meaning, presence of 

meaning and search for meaning measures.
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Method

Literature Search

Search for relevant literature was carried out in the time period from mid-September to 

mid-October 2021. No restriction regarding the publication date was made. Consistent with 

the field of study, the main search was conducted in PsycINFO via EBSCO. To take a broader

scientific view into account, the databases Scopus and Web of Sciene were used for a multi-

disciplinary search. The search field comprised a) meaning in life and b) posttraumatic 

growth using the following search string: "meaning in life" OR “meaningful life“ OR “pur-

poseful life“ OR "purpose in life" AND “posttraumatic growth” OR “posttraumatic growth” 

OR PTG OR “growth after trauma“.  As indicated earlier, purpose is often used as a synonym

for meaning in research literature. Thus, it is possible that an article uses the term purpose 

primarily, but actually investigates the construct of meaning as defined in the introduction. 

With the intention to not miss out on relevant literature, purpose is included in the search 

string just as different spellings of posttraumatic growth. Synonyms of posttraumatic growth 

were not included as these did not result in any useful additional findings.

Study Selection

Eligible articles were gathered in two phases: Screening of (a) titles and abstracts and 

(b) full-texts. Peer-reviewed primary studies with quantitative data collection and written in 

English or German language were included. Other inclusion criteria were: participants having

experienced a traumatic event as per definition (APA, 2013), relationship between MIL and 

PTG tested and MIL measured with a valid MIL instrument (see Brandstätter et al. 2012).

Articles were excluded, if they did not fit to the present topic or if they investigated sam-

ples with missing or questionable traumatic exposure (APA, 2013). The latter exclusion cri-

terium was applied (a) when a study used a mixed sample also including participants who ex-
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perienced a stressful life event such as a divorce or financial straints (Humby et al., 2018; 

Kowalska et al., 2019; Triplett et al., 2012), (b) when the authors focused on and deliberately 

used the terms personal growth or growth instead of PTG (Ben-Ari et al., 2012, Ben-Yaakov 

et al., 2021; Samios et al., 2020; Shenkman, 2016; Shenkman & Shanotkin, 2017; Taubman-

Ben-Ari et al., 2008), or (c) when it was not stated whether the samples were exposed to 

trauma or not (Frazier et al., 2009; Vanhooren et al., 2018). Other exclusion criteria were: 

MIL or PTG variable not included, relationship between MIL and PTG not tested and MIL 

examined as a moderator or mediator variable. Furthermore, two articles were excluded, be-

cause they only used a single purpose subscale of a multidimensional instrument measuring a 

construct other than MIL (see Brandstätter et al., 2012). Two other articles were excluded as 

the full-texts could not be obtained. Lastly, one article was already part of the theoretical 

derivation in the introduction and was therefore excluded. The whole selection process is dis-

played in the PRISMA Flow Chart (Liberati et al., 2009) in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1

PRISMA Flow Chart 

 

Note. Four phases of literature search (Liberati et al., 2009) on the relationship between 

meaning in life and posttraumatic growth.
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The initial search in PsycINFO via EBSCO yielded 114 articles. Additional searches in 

Scopus (n = 75) and Web of Sciene (n = 97) led to a total amount of 286 articles. After elimi-

nating duplicates, the aforementioned exclusion and inclusion criteria were applied to the re-

maining 186 records: In the first screening phase 132 records were excluded, when the litera-

ture was no peer-reviewed article, contained no primary and quantitative data, was not avail-

able in English or German language, clearly referred to a different topic and MIL or PTG as a

variable was missing. In the eligibility phase, 42 articles were excluded, when the full-text 

was not available, no MIL instrument was used, MIL was only examined as a mediator or 

moderator variable, no relation between MIL and PTG was tested, an article was already part 

of the introduction or the sample was not exposed to a traumatic situation per definition 

(APA, 2013). Finally, 12 records were included in the analysis. Two of these comprised two 

studies each resulting in a total amount of 14 studies.

Evaluation of results

Each record was assigned to one of three target groups: Samples affected by disaster, sam-

ples affected by chronic disease and samples affected by another traumatic event. With regard

to the bivariate analysis, the overall pattern as well as the measures for global meaning, pres-

ence of meaning and search for meaning were analyzed separately in each target group. In or-

der to summarize and compare the Pearson coefficients, the raw correlations were first con-

verted into Fisher’s z-scores, which were then cumulated into weighted average values and 

lastly re-converted into Pearson’s r. This analysis was done online via https://www.psychome-

trica.de/korrelation.html. In addition, the median score was generated whenever possible via 

https://miniwebtool.com/de/median-calculator/. Most articles conducted bivariate analysis. 

Some articles also reported regression analysis controlling for sociodemographics (e.g. gen-

der, age and cultural background) and other variables (e.g. PTS, social support and severity of
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life impact) expected to have an influence on PTG. The results of these regression analysis 

are discussed per study. Outcome measures are interpreted with regard to Ellis (2010, p.41) 

following Cohen (1988). For the correlation coefficients an effect is considered as small at r 

= .10, as medium at r = .30 and as large at r = .50. Regarding the multiple regression coeffi-

cients the benchmark for a small effect is at  R² = .02, for a medium effect at  R² = .13 and a 

large effect at  R² = .26. 

Results

This section aims to provide answers to the main research question on the relation between

meaning in life and posttraumatic growth (RQ). Therefore, the findings resulting from the 

analysis of articles included in the literature review are presented and evaluated. The results 

are structured and summarized with regard to the following subquestions (SQ):

(1) What are the characteristics of the studies dealing with this topic?

(2) What differences in study results can be identified with respect to the type of trauma?

(3) What differences in study results can be found between global meaning, presence of 

meaning and search for meaning measures?

First, the study characteristics are reported (SQ1) followed by a presentation of study re-

sults comprising an overview of bivariate and regression measures. For comparison of differ-

ent trauma types (SQ2), studies were assigned to three different groups of samples: (a) Sam-

ples affected by disaster, (b) Samples affected by chronic disease and (c) Samples affected by

other types of trauma. Within these samples, global meaning, presence of meaning and search

for meaning are compared (SQ3). In the end, a summary of results is given with regard to the 

research questions.
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Study Characteristics

Twelve records investigated on the relationship between meaning in life and posttraumatic 

growth. The following analysis refers to a total amount of 14 studies as two articles com-

prised two studies each. In both cases, the same research questions were examined, but with 

two different samples. Table 1 provides descriptive data and lists all records organized with 

regard to the trauma types into three target groups: (a) Samples affected by disaster (k = 7), 

(b) samples affected by chronic disease (k = 4), and (c) samples affected by other traumatic 

events (k = 3). Within the groups, the articles are listed alphabetically after the name of the 

first author. 
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Table 1

Characteristics of studies included in the literature review to measure the relationship between meaning in life and posttraumatic growth

No. Author(s) N Sample Age:
Mean (SD)/ 
range

Female 
in %

White/
Caucasian 
in %

MIL measure PTG measure  

Samples affected by disaster 

1 Bouillon 
et al. 
(2016)

120 Survivors of 2016 
Louisiana Flooding

35–54 
(n = 68, 
56,66%)

85.80 89.20 MLQ 
(Steger et al. 2006)
α = .91

PTGI 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)
α = .94

2 Cárdenas-
Castro et 
al. (2021)

254 Survivors and family 
members of victims 
of state terrorism

60.85
(13.40)
20–98

58.20 - MLQ-SF 
(Steger & Samman, 
2012)
α = .76 

PTGI-SF 
(Cárdenas et al., 2015)

α = .86

3 Dursun et 
al., (2013)

57 Victims of September 
2013 Colorado floods

39.63
(5.67)

56.14 83.90 MLQ 
(Steger et al. 2006)
α =.93–.95

PTGI 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)
α = .97
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Table 1 continued

No. Author(s) N Sample Age:
Mean (SD)/
range

Female 
in %

White/
Caucasian
in %

MIL measure PTG measure  

4 Steger et 
al. 2008

188
(Study 1) 

46
(Study 2)

Students after 9/11 
terrorist attack

Spanish residents 
after 2004 Madrid 
bombings

20.80
(2.5)
14–31

22.20
(3.6)
17–34

62.00

72.00

84.00

-

LRI 
(Battista & Almond, 
1973) 
α = .94

MLQ 
(Steger et al. 2006)
α = .81–.90

LCS 
(Frazier et al., 2001)
α = .84

PBS 
(McMillen & Fischer, 1998),
α = .90

LCS 
(Frazier et al., 2001)
α = .70

PBS 
(McMillen & Fischer, 1998),
α = .97

5 Weber at 
al. (2019)

412 
(Study 1)

Students affected 
by natural hazard 
(tornado-region)

- - 85.00 PIL-SF
(Schulenberg et al.,2011)
α = .82

PTGI-SF 
(Cann et al., 2010)
α = .96

225 
(Study 2)

university staff
affected by natural 
hazard (tornado-
region)

- - 87.60 MLQ-P
(Steger et al, 2006)
α = .81 - .93

PTGI-SF 
(Cann et al., 2010)
α = .96
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Table 1 continued

No. Author(s) N Sample Age:
Mean (SD) /
range

Female 
in %

White/
Caucasian
in %

MIL measure PTG measure  

Samples affected by chronic disease

6 Aflakseir 
et al. 
(2018)

196 women with breast 
cancer diagnosis

52.00
(12.32)
25–78

100.00 - PMI
(Reker, 1999)
α = .89

PTGI 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)
α = .90

7 Mostarac 
& 
Brajkóvic 
(2021)

149 Cancer patients 49.18
2–85

70.47 - MLQ 
(Steger et al. 2006)
α = .77 - .88

PTGI 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)
α = .96

8 Wang et 
al. (2020)

221 COPD patients 58–72 29.40 - C-MLQ
(Lui & Gan, 2010)
α = .72–.81

C-PTGI 
(Wang et al., 2011)
α  = .61–.80

9 Zeligman 
et al. 
(2018)

110 students with chronic 
illness

25.37
(7.96)
19–62

59.10 15.50 MLQ 
(Steger et al., 2006)
α = .87–.92

PTGI 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)
α = .95
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Table 1 continued

No. Author(s) N Sample Age:
Mean (SD) /
range

Female 
in %

White/
Caucasian
in %

MIL measure PTG measure  

Samples affected by other traumatic events

10 Linley & 
Joseph 
(2011)

83 funeral directors
(daily confrontation 
with death)

47.79
(11.49)
24–77

22.89 99.00 MLQ 
(Steger et al. 2004)1 2

α not stated

CiOQ (Joseph et al. 1993)
α not stated

11 Prieto-
Ursúa & 
Jódar 
(2020)

1,091 Spanish people 
affected by corona 
virus crisis 

19–59
(82,6%)

69.94 - PIL-10 
(García-Alandete et al., 
2013), α = .89

CPTG (Páez et al., 2012)
α = .93

12 Sawyer & 
Brewster 
(2019)

299 Bereaved adults 43.49
(12.64)
18–78

84.00 93.00 MLQ 
(Steger et al., 2006)
α = .85–.93

PTGI 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)
α = .90 - .92

Note. N = sample size. MIL = Meaning in Life. PTG = Post-Traumatic Growth. P = Presence of Meaning. S = Search for Meaning. MLQ(-SF) = 

Meaning in Life Questionnaire(-short form). COPD = Chronic Obstructive Pulminory Disease. C-MLQ = Chinese Version of MLQ.  LRI = Life 

Regard Index. PIL-SF = Purpose in Life-short form. PTGI(-SF) = Posttraumatic Growth Inventory(-short form). C-PTGI = Chinese Version of PTGI. 

PBS = Perceived Benefits Scale. LCS = Life Changes Scale. PIL-10 = Purpose in Life Test-10. CiOQ = Changes in Outlook Questionnaire. CPTG = 

Community Post-Traumatic Growth scale. SSL = Satisfaction and Sense of Life Scale. GPL = Goals and Purpose in Life scale.

1 Cronbach’s alpha not reported
2 actually Steger et al. (2006)
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In total, the studies examined 3,451 participants. Except for one study with a larger sample

(N = 1,091), the majority of studies rather made use of small to medium sample sizes (M = 

181.54, SD = 103.85, range = 46 – 412, k = 13). Two studies did not report any age or gender 

data. Three other articles did not state a mean age. Six studies did not indicate the cultural 

background of participants. Eleven studies did not report proportions of ethnical groups other 

than White/Caucasian. The following statistics do refer to the studies that include the descrip-

tive data concerned. Participants’ age ranged from 14 to 98 years. The mean age was 40.15 

(SD = 14.30, k = 9). The majority of participants was female (M = 64.16%, SD = 21.06%, 

range = 22.89 – 100.00%, k = 12). Two articles reported a higher percentage of males than fe-

males. One study comprised a mere female sample. Furthermore, samples mainly consisted 

of White/Caucasian people (M = 79.65%, SD = 26.42%, range = 15.5 – 99.0%, k = 8). Three 

studies reported proportions of participants identifying as Black (M = 17.60%, SD = 18.69%, 

range = 15.2 – 39.1%), Asian (M = 7.33%, SD = 7.08%, range = 2.9 – 15.50%), multiracial 

(M = 3.60%, SD = 3.20%, range = 1.70 – 7.30%), Latino (M = 2.47%, SD = 3.41%, range = 

0.50 – 6.40%) or other (M = 2.50%, SD = 2.60%, range = 1.00 – 5.50%). A minority of par-

ticipants in these studies identified as Native American (0.50%), Alaskan Native (0.5%) and 

Middle Eastern (2.70%.)  Only one study used a diverse, but small sample with a relatively 

low proportion of 15.5% White/Caucasian participants. Regarding the articles without cul-

tural background data, conclusions can be drawn from the country, where the studies were 

conducted and participants recruited. The samples are expected to be predominantly Arabian 

(k = 1), Asian (k = 1), Latin (k = 1) and Caucasian (k = 3). 

All studies were cross-sectionals using convenience sampling and self-report question-

naires for assessing the variables of interest. The majority of studies used the original or ver-

sions of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ, Steger et al., 2006) and the original or ver-
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sions of the Posttraumatic Growth Questionnaire (PTGI, Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). MIL 

was once assessed with the Personal Meaning Index (Reker, 1999). Another study made use 

of the Life Regards Index (LRI; Battista & Almond, 1973) and another study utilized the Pur-

pose in Life-Test-10 (PIL-10; García-Alandete et al., 2013). PTG was measured once with the

Changes in Outlook Questionnaire (Joseph et al., 1993). Another study used a combination of

the Life Change Scale (LCS; Frazier et al., 2001) and the Perceived Benefits Scale (PBS; 

McMillen & Fischer, 1998). Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .72 to .95 for the questionnaires 

assessing MIL and from .61 to .97 for the questionnaires measuring PTG. According to Blanz

(2015), internal consistency was good to excellent for the measurement of both MIL (Mdn 

= .88) and PTG (Mdn = .93). 

All except one article reported bivariate correlations for the relationship between MIL and 

PTG. Ten studies conducted regression analysis to investigate associations of MIL and PTG. 

In the following, the study outcomes are presented per target groups. An overview of the bi-

variate and regression analysis outcomes is shown in Table 2. Average correlation coefficients

by target groups and meaning in life measures (global meaning vs. presence of meaning vs. 

search for meaning) can be found in Table 3.
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Table 2

Results of studies included in the literature review to measure the relationship between meaning in life and posttraumatic growth

No. Author(s) N Sample Bivariate measures Regression measures Control variables

Samples affected by disaster 

1 Bouillon et al. 
(2016)

120 Survivors of 2016 
Louisiana Flooding

P: r = .19, p ≤ .05

S: r = .21, p ≤ .05

β = .32, p < .01
r² = .09

β = .30, p < .001
r² = .10
R² = .45

Posttraumatic stress
Gender
Damage impact
Income
Religion
Ethnicity

2 Cárdenas-Castro 
et al. (2021)

254 Survivors and family 
members of victims of 
state terrorism

r = .51, p < .01 β = .23, p < .001

∆R² = .11
  R² = .53, p < .001

Life impact
Social sharing of emotions
Deliberate rumination
Positive reappraisal
Spiritual practices

3 Dursun et al., 
(2013)

57 Victims of September 
2013 Colorado floods

P: r = .26, p = .063

S: r = .31, p < 0.5

β = .22, p =.22

β = .31, p = .017
∆R² = .23
  R² = .56

Gender
Religious status
Posttraumatic stress
Age
Vitality
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Table 2 continued

No. Author(s) N Sample Bivariate measures Regression measures Control variables

4 Steger et al. 2008 188
(Study 1)

46
(Study 2)

Students after 9/11 
terrorist attack

Spanish residents after 
2004 Madrid bombings

LCS:
r = .26, p < .05

PBS:
r = .10, n.s.

LCS:
P: r = .37, p < .05
S: r = - .19, n.s.

PBS:
P: r = - .16, n.s. 
S: r =   .19, n.s.

β = .26, p < .001
∆R² = .07
Adj. R² = .07, 
p < .001

β = .43, p < .001
∆R² = .18
Adj. R² = .36, 
p < .001 

Age
Gender
Type of exposure
Terrorism-related worries

Age
Gender
Type of exposure
Terrorism-related worries

5 Weber at al. 
(2019)

412 
(Study 1)

Students affected by 
natural hazard (tornado-
region)

r = .18, p = .001 b = 0.14, SE = 0.03,
p < .001
CFI = .947, SRMR = .050
RMSEA = .070, 
90% CI [.053, .088]

Psychological resilience
Disaster preparedness
Previous tornado impact

225 
(Study 2)

university staff
affected by natural 
hazard (tornado-region)

r = .14; p = .047 b = 0.07, SE = 0.03, 
p =.022
CFI = .947, SRMR = .045
RMSEA = .074, 
90% CI [.047, .103]

Psychological resilience
Disaster preparedness
Previous tornado impact
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Table 2 continued

No. Author(s) N Sample Bivariate measures Regression measures Control variables

Samples affected by chronic disease

6 Aflakseir et al. 
(2018)

196 women with breast 
cancer diagnosis

r = .33, p < 0.001 β = .26, p < 0.05
R² = .34

-

7 Mostarac & 
Brajkóvic (2021)

149 Cancer patients P: r = .44, p < .01
S: r = .46, p < .01

- -

8 Wang et al. (2020) 221 COPD patients Spearman’s r = .50 
P: r = 0.47
S: r = 0.47

β = .17, p = .001

Total R² = .49
Adj. R² = .47

-

9 Zeligman et al. 
(2018)

110 students with chronic 
illness

P: r = .40,  p < .01

S: r = .07, n.s.

sr² = .13, p < .001
 R² = .22

-
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Table 2 continued

No. Author(s) N Sample Bivariate measures Regression measures Control variables

Samples affected by other traumatic events

10 Linley & Joseph 
(2011)

83 funeral directors
(daily confrontation 
with death)

P: r = .40, p < .001
S: r = - .01, n.s.

- -

11 Prieto-Ursúa & 
Jódar (2020)

1,091 Spanish people affected 
by corona virus crisis 

- SSL: 
β = - .14, n.s.

GPL: 
β = 4.61, p < .001
∆R² = .08
   R² = .15

Age
Gender
Type of confrontation with 
negative corona outcomes

12 Sawyer & 
Brewster (2019)

299 Bereaved adults P:
r = .18, p < 0.01

S:
r = .31, p < 0.001

β = .19 

β = .18 
∆R² = .07, p < .001
  R² = .23

Age
Gender
Education
Relationship to the dead person
Nature of death
Belief in god

Note. N = sample size. MIL = Meaning in Life. PTG = Post-Traumatic Growth. P = Presence of Meaning. S = Search for Meaning. PBS = Perceived 

Benefits Scale. LCS = Life Changes Scale. SSL = Satisfaction and Sense of Life Scale. GPL = Goals and Purpose in Life scale. 
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Table 3

Average correlation coefficients by samples and meaning in life measures

Samples affected by disaster Samples affected by chronic disease Samples affected by other 
traumatic events

 ‾ Mdn k  ‾ Mdn k  ‾ Mdn k 

Total measures .25 .21 7 .36 .42 4 .26 .32 2

Global meaning measures .28 .22 3 - - 1 - - -

Presence of meaning .18 .20 4 .42 .45 2 .23 .30 2

Search for meaning .23 .21 4 .32 .28 2 - - 2

Note. ‾  = weighted average mean scores of Fisher z-transformed Pearson correlations. Mdn = Median, k = number of articles. No scores reported 

when only one or none article states Pearson’s correlation coefficient or when two articles state a positive and a negative correlation. 

r r r

r
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Samples affected by disaster

Most studies on disaster investigated samples affected by a natural catastrophe, a single 

terrorist attack or ongoing state terrorism. All studies assessed Pearson correlations between 

MIL and PTG (see Table 2). The majority of studies found a positive relationship of both con-

structs with a small to moderate average effect size (‾  = .25, Mdn = .21, k = 7). Noticeably, 

the results for all three meaning measures did not yield significance when PTG was assessed 

with the PBS (McMillen & Fisher, 1998) in both study samples by Steger, Frazier et al. 

(2008). Apart from that, global meaning scores were positively correlated with PTG to an al-

most moderate degree (see Table 3). For presence of meaning resulted a consistent positive 

correlation with small effect size, which was not significant in the study by Dursun et al. 

(2016). Search for meaning was also positively and weakly correlated with PTG. In the sec-

ond study by Steger, Frazier et al. (2008), measuring PTG with the LCS (Frazier et al., 2001) 

even lead to a negative non-significant correlation.

Almost all studies conducted regression analysis (see Table 2). Except for Weber et al. 

(2020), the authors reported standardized regression coefficients showing an average moder-

ate association between MIL and PTG (Mdn = .30) beyond control variables. The explained 

variance of MIL for PTG ranged with 7% to 23% from a small to moderate extent.

In a sample of Louisiana Flooding survivors Boullion et al. (2020) found presence of 

meaning and search for meaning to be significantly related to PTG with moderate effect. 

Presence of meaning (9%) and search for meaning (10%) both explained a small percentage 

of variance in PTG. 

 In the study by Cárdenas-Castro et al. (2021) the relationship between MIL and PTG re-

mained significant, but lower than in the bivariate analysis. Global MIL and spiritual prac-

tices together resulted in a small explained variance of 11% for PTG. 

r
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In the study by Dursun et al. (2016), search for meaning was moderately associated with 

PTG. Together with perceived social support a moderate explained variance of 23% was 

found. In accordance with previous bivariate analysis, presence of meaning was no signifi-

cant predictor variable in the regression model. 

Steger, Frazier et al. (2008) detected a robust moderate relationship of global MIL and 

presence of meaning with PTG when measured with the LCS (Frazier et al., 2001). In the 

first study, the explained variance of global meaning was small (7%), whereas in the second 

study, presence of meaning explained 18% of variance in PTG.

Weber et al. (2020) conducted an exploratory path analysis to investigate the relation be-

tween global MIL, resilience, disaster preparedness, tornado impact as factor variables and 

PTG as latent variable. In both studies the model fit was good to excellent. The authors exclu-

sively stated the unstandardized regression coefficient in both samples living in the same tor-

nado-region. The authors found a significant and positive relationship between MIL and PTG 

in students. In the sample of university staff, MIL and PTG were still related, but not as 

strong as in the bivariate analysis. 

Samples affected by chronic disease

The second target group comprises samples suffering from cancer, chronic obstructive pul-

monary disease (COPD) or other chronic and life-threatening diseases. The article by 

Mostarac and Brajkóvic (2021) was the only one that missed out on regression analysis. As 

shown in Table 2, all articles conducted bivariate analysis and mainly reported Pearson’s cor-

relation coefficients with the exception of Wang et al. (2020). The latter study stated a Spear-

man’s rho for both presence of meaning and search for meaning hinting at a positive medium 

relationship with PTG in a sample of COPD patients. The other studies in this target group 

consistently found a positive correlation between MIL and PTG with moderate effect 
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size (‾ = .36, Mdn = .42, k = 4).

One study (Aflakseir, 2018) assessed global MIL, which was moderately correlated with 

PTG (β = .33) in a sample of women with breast cancer diagnosis. The strongest correlations 

with PTG were found for presence of meaning, while the outcomes regarding the relationship

between search for meaning and PTG remained inconsistent: Whereas Mostarac & Bajkóvic 

(2021) found a moderate significant correlation in a sample with cancer patients, Zeligman et 

al. (2018) reported a rather weak relationship that did not yield significance in students with 

chronic illness.

Regression analysis revealed positive weak to moderate associations between MIL and 

PTG with somewhat smaller scores compared to the correlation coefficients. In the study by 

Alafkseir (2018), global MIL was weakly related to PTG and together with social support re-

sulted a strong total explained variance of 34%. However, the exact proportions of variance 

remain unclear and no control variables are reported. Wang et al. (2020) also found a weak 

association between global meaning and PTG. The explained variance of the total regression 

model was high with 47%.  Zeligman et al. (2018) detected a positive squared semi-partial 

correlation between presence of meaning and PTG with moderate effect size (see Ellis, 2010).

Samples affected by other traumatic events

A few studies investigated participants that were confronted with death away from disas-

ters or chronic diseases. Linley and Joseph (2011) did not conduct regression analysis. Prieto-

Ursúa and Jódar (2020) did not report any bivariate correlations. The other studies mostly 

found significant positive relationships between MIL and PTG with small to moderate effect 

size (‾ = .26, Mdn = .32, k = 2). Linley and Joseph (2011) examined a sample of funeral direc-

tors that were expected to necessarily be exposed to death on a daily basis within the scope of

their work. Whereas the authors found presence of meaning to be positively correlated with 

r

r
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PTG to a moderate extent, search for meaning was negatively and not significantly related to 

PTG. In contrast, Sawyer and Brewster (2019) found an even stronger positive relationship 

between search for meaning and PTG (r = .31, p < .001) compared to presence of meaning 

and PTG (r = .18, p < .01) in a sample of bereaved adults. 

Prieto-Ursúa and Jódar (2020) investigated a bigger sample (N = 1,091) of Spanish people 

affected by the corona virus crisis. In their regression analysis, global MIL was negatively re-

lated to PTG, when the latter was measured with the Satisfaction and Sense of Life Scale 

(SSL) of the Purpose in Life Test-10 (PIL-10; García-Alandete et al., 2013). The association 

was not significant. When PTG was assessed with the Goals and Purpose Life Scale of the 

PIL-10 (García-Alandete et al., 2013), the relationship was remarkably strong (β = 4.61, 

p < .001). The standardized beta is reported to be above one, which is usually not correct. The

most likely explanation with regard to the whole result section is that the authors mixed up 

the unstandardized B and the standardized β. Another reason might be an existing multi-

collinearity between the independent variables (Jöreskog, 1999). Although the beta coeffi-

cient cannot be included in the evaluation of the review results, it appears conclusive that 

MIL explained a small significant change of 8% in PTG variance beyond control variables. 

In the study by Sawyer and Brewster (2019), presence of meaning and search for meaning 

were equally related to PTG beyond control variables. Both MIL subscales together explained

a small significant change in variance of 7%.

Summary of results

This section summarizes the results considering the relation between meaning life and 

posttraumatic growth (RQ), the study characteristics (SQ1) as well as the differences between

trauma types resp. target groups (SQ2) and meaning in life measures (SQ3). 
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The cross-sectional studies included in the analysis consistently investigate convenience 

samples of small to medium size with mostly female, middle-aged and white/caucasian par-

ticipants. Both MIL and PTG are measured with self-report questionnaires across all studies.  

Putting the results together, meaning in life appears to be positively related with posttrau-

matic growth ranging from a small to moderate effect size independent of trauma types, MIL 

assessment instruments and time since traumatic exposure. Across all meaning in life mea-

sures, the strongest associations can be found in the chronic disease sample, whereas the dis-

aster samples report the weakest associations. Samples affected by other traumatic events re-

port relationships that are slightly stronger than in the disaster samples, but lower than in the 

chronic disease samples. Overall, the relationship between MIL and PTG remains robust, 

when controlling for demographics and other variables expected to be associated with PTG. 

The explained variance of MIL for PTG ranges from a small to large degree with 7% to 34%. 

Again the effect sizes are strongest in the chronic disease followed by the disaster samples. 

Study outcomes appear to be somewhat out of line regarding the meaning in life measures:

While global MIL scores and presence of meaning rather consistently show significant posi-

tive associations, contradictory results appear with respect to search for meaning in each tar-

get group. Whereas some studies show moderate associations between search for meaning 

and PTG, others report non-significant or even negative associations. The greatest consis-

tency can again be found in the chronic disease sample. Here, search for meaning is posi-

tively associated with PTG and, with one exception, the correlations yield significance to a 

moderate degree. 

Discussion

Research on the relationship between meaning in life and posttraumatic growth is still in 

its infancy and to current knowledge, the present study is the first one systematically summa-
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rizing quantitative evidence on this subject. In the following, the main results of this literature

review are critically discussed with regard to previous theoretical suggestions and quantita-

tive findings. Finally, the current state of the art and deriving implications for further research

and practical implementation are presented.

Main findings

 The main research question was on the relationship between meaning in life and posttrau-

matic growth. The present review primarily found small to moderate positive associations be-

tween MIL and PTG, which remained significant across trauma types, MIL assessment in-

struments and time since traumatic exposure. (Aflakseir et al., 2016; Bouillon et al., 2016; 

Cárdenas-Castro et al., 2021;  Dursun et al., 2013; Linley & Joseph, 2011; Mostarac & Bra-

jkóvic; Prieto-Urúa & Jódar, 2020; Sawyer & Brewster, 2019; Steger et al., 2008; Wang et al.,

2020; Weber et al., 2019; Zeligman et al., 2018). These findings are in line with previous the-

oretical considerations and first quantitative results suggesting both constructs to be related to

each other (Park, 2010; Weathers et al., 2016). Moreover, meaning in life was found to ex-

plain small to large proportions of variance in PTG and the relation between MIL and PTG 

remained significant even when controlling for other factors expected to be associated with 

PTG. The majority of studies investigates participants affected by disasters followed by sam-

ples suffering from chronic disease. The latter target group shows the strongest average corre-

lations between meaning in life and posttraumatic growth. Moreover, the review outcomes 

are rather consistent considering global meaning and presence of meaning measures, which is

again supported in research literature (Cann, Calhoun, Tedeschi and Solomon, 2010; George 

and Park, 2013; Park et al., 2012). 

Contradictory findings are present with regard to search for meaning: Whereas some arti-

cles report positive moderate relationships with PTG (Dursun et al., 2013; Mostarac & Bra-
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jkóvic, 2021; Sawyer & Brewster, 2019; Wang et al., 2020), others state non-significant (Ste-

ger et al, 2008; Zeligman, 2018) or negative associations (Linley & Joseph, 2011; Steger, Fra-

zier et al, 2008). This inconsistent pattern corresponds to opposing theoretical viewpoints 

(Steger, Kashdan et al., 2008) and former research findings (e.g. Li et al., 2020; Lin et al., 

2020). One reason could be an interaction effect between presence of meaning and search for 

meaning that is not considered in the review studies. In 2010, Park et al. found search for 

meaning to be negatively related to life satisfaction, happiness and positive affect and posi-

tively related to depression and negative affect. In 2017, Yek et al. found higher SM levels 

being related to higher health anxiety. In both studies, however, these negative associations 

were weaker or even became positive, when participants searched for meaning while already 

experiencing some sense of meaning in life. Another explanation and resolution approach can

be found with respect to Newman et al. (2018). The authors claim that meaning has been 

solely treated as a trait variable thus far, although theory clearly points to the existence of a 

state component of meaning. Their study results indeed show positive relationships of search 

for meaning with presence of meaning and well-being when using within-person designs. In 

comparison, the same associations were all negative between participants. These outcomes 

hint at search for meaning being a fluid component constantly varying over time that should 

be measured differently than presence of meaning and rather as a state variable contemplated 

in within-person-designs. These suggestions might also be transferable to the concept of 

PTG, which Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) introduced as a developmental process underlying 

continuous changes. To current knowledge, PTG has not been further examined as a state 

variable in within-person-designs.
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Strength and limitations

The present literature review is the first one to summarize findings on the relationship be-

tween MIL and PTG. The results are mainly in line with previous research and draw a rather 

clear picture in the direction of both constructs to be associated with each other. Although 

strengths prevail and the overall outcomes are convincing, some limitations have to be men-

tioned with regard to the quality criteria, selection process and review conduction. 

As it is the case with all reviews, publication bias diminishes the validity of findings as 

studies are usually published when results yield significance (Lipsey et al., 2003). In conse-

quence, the association between MIL and PTG might be overestimated and should be treated 

with caution. Generalizability of the review findings is restricted due to the fact that a rather 

small amount of studies with small to medium samples sizes is included in the final analysis. 

At the same time it is remarkable that the results persist across a broad range of traumatic 

events experienced by the participants and, with few exceptions, also despite of heteroge-

neous use of assessment questionnaires.

Considering the trauma types in this literature review it can be questioned if all partici-

pants included in the study samples experienced a traumatic event per definition (APA, 2013)

meaning that the participants themselves or close persons were confronted with (threatened) 

death, severe injury or sexual assault. Compared to studies excluded from the literature re-

view, which refer to (personal) growth (e.g. Samios et al., 2020; Shenkman, 2016), the arti-

cles included consistently make use of the term posttraumatic growth. This terminology al-

ready suggests that the authors themselves expect their samples to be traumatically exposed. 

Their assumption is supported by descriptions on the severity of the event, its societal or indi-

vidual impact and reasons for speaking of a traumatic event. Taking a closer look, some sam-

ples include participants who by all means experienced a traumatic situation, e.g. by recent 
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bereavement of a beloved person (Sawyer & Brewster, 2019). Studies with more mixed sam-

ples aim to ensure traumatic exposure by assessing the type of situational effect, e.g. being af-

fected by the corona crisis in terms of receiving corona treatment in an intentional care unit 

(Pietro-Ursúa & Jódar, 2020). However, in a few studies (Linley & Joseph, 2011; Wang et al, 

2020; Weber et al., Zeligman et al., 2008) it remains questionable if the whole sample was 

exposed to trauma.

Another limiting aspect of the present study is the search strategy. The review was con-

ducted by only one person and snowball search was omitted as this would have lead beyond 

the review scope. The author aimed to minimize the risk of mistakes and missing out on rele-

vant literature by repeatedly and conscientiously executing the literature search. This proce-

dure included strictly following scientific standards (Liberati et al., 2009) and using a combi-

nation of subject-specific and interdisciplinary databases. 

Lastly, the selection process stated in the method section results in a restricted explanatory 

power. A noticeable amount of studies (n = 11) had to be excluded from the final review due 

to the fact that parts of the samples were affected by adversity (e.g. in form of a life crisis like

divorce), but were not exposed to trauma per definition (APA, 2013). Thus, there is a fair 

amount of participants having experienced a traumatic event, whose results are not included 

in the literature review. Apart from that, another ten studies were excluded from the final 

analysis as they exclusively measured MIL as a mediator or moderator variable. This decision

was made, because the main interest of the literature review is on the direct relationship be-

tween MIL and PTG. Strictly speaking, however, both moderator and mediator analysis have 

a direct path to PTG as the dependent variable. These associations are missing in the present 

analysis. On the other hand, it is questionable if the inclusion of the aforementioned studies 
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really would make a difference for the consistency of the review findings, or if they would 

rather confirm the main outcomes and therefore be dispensable.

State of the art and implications

To date the relationship between MIL and PTG is exclusively investigated in cross-sec-

tional studies using convenience sampling, self-report questionnaires and small to medium 

sample sizes with mostly female, middle-aged and White/Caucasian participants. Thus, re-

search requires longitudinal studies with more heterogenous samples to test the causal direc-

tion of MIL and PTG and to enhance the generalizability of results. Considering the findings 

by Newman et al. (2018), the use of within-group-designs are especially recommended to ex-

amine search for meaning as a state component of MIL. The same should be evaluated for 

PTG being an individual process expected to change over time (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). 

Moreover, a revision of this review is suggested for an inclusion of the missing studies exam-

ining meaning in life as a moderator or mediator variable.

 The use of self-report instruments for the assessment of both constructs allows a high 

comparability of results. Moreover, internal consistency of all questionnaires can be assumed,

because Cronbach’s alpha mainly was good to excellent across all instruments (Blanz, 2015; 

Cortina, 1993). On the other hand, the stringent use of self-report questionnaires entails the 

risk of desirability and response bias meaning a tendency to answer in a socially accepted 

way or without reflecting on the question (Demetriou et al., 2015). In addition, the structured 

answer format may force participants into categories that do not fit to their natural response. 

Park (2010) gives some suggestions on multiple assessment techniques to overcome the limi-

tations of self-report instruments, e.g. by language or facial expression analysis. 

Research literature still refers to various meaning definitions and instruments are therefore

build upon different theoretical foundations (Brandstätter et al., 2012) resulting in inconsis-
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tent operationalizations of the MIL variable. In consequence, it can not be ensured that the 

study instruments really measure the same concept of MIL (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955) and 

even with this presumed, there is no consensus about the underlying construct dimensions. 

Thus, there is a need for agreement regarding the meaning in life definition to function as a 

theoretical foundation for the development of assessment instruments and interventions tar-

geting all relevant dimensions of meaning. The modern three-dimensional concepts of mean-

ing have major overlaps and appear to profoundly unite the former variety of definitions 

(George & Park, 2016; Martela & Steger, 2016). However, the dimensions of coherence/com-

prehension, purpose and significance/mattering still have to be verified in quantitative re-

search. Results deriving from such analysis could be of use for an adaptation or expansion of 

the MLQ by Steger et al. (2006) being a widely used high quality instrument (Brandstätter, 

2012) that partially addresses the facets of meaning. Alike other instruments, however, the 

questionnaire does not measure all three dimensions separately yet (Martela & Steger, 2016). 

In the current study, meaning and growth were found to be present and relate to each other

regardless of the type of trauma a person experiences. Becoming aware of and spending time 

with meaningful aspects that are already present in life appear to be of value for positive 

changes after traumatic exposure independent of the event itself. Therefore, psychological 

emergency and health care professionals should be educated on the importance of these con-

cepts to promote mental health after traumatic exposure. Moreover, this knowledge can serve 

as starting points for trauma intervention approaches with a focus on the enhancement of 

well-being.

 The present literature review is the first one to summarize and confirm previous theoretical

suggestions and research findings on the relevance of meaning in life for the process of post-

traumatic growth. Next to indispensable suffering and existential struggling, traumatic expo-
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sure appears to be a source of meaning and a chance for psychological growth in terms of in-

creasing inspiration and self-consciousness as well as of deeper relationships, life apprecia-

tion and spirituality. Independent from the type of trauma, it appears worthwhile to integrate a

traumatic event as part of life history, to find significant aspects in the present life situation 

and to create a purposeful future outlook. Interventions that stimulate coherence, significance 

and purpose in life are expected to be of substantial value for coping and flourishing in the 

face of trauma and should be the focus of future research and clinical practice in order to pro-

mote posttraumatic growth. 
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	Abstract
	Many people experience a traumatic event at least once during life. Apart from negative mental health consequences, trauma research also detected positive changes and aspects of well-being in individuals after facing adversity. Despite of suffering and struggles in the aftermath of trauma, some people show significant progress in psychological functioning that expresses itself inter alia in an increased sense of connectedness to others. There is consensus on the existence of this phenomenon called posttraumatic growth (PTG). However, information is lacking about what factors contribute to this favourable process. Research suggests meaning in life (MIL) to be of relevance for successful coping and flourishing after trauma. The present literature review is the first one to summarize quantitative evidence on the relationship between MIL and PTG. An overview of 14 cross-sectional studies found small to moderate associations between both concepts independent of the type of trauma, across different self-report instruments and beyond sociodemographic and other control variables. Global meaning and presence of meaning show consistent positive associations, while contradictory findings appear regarding the search for meaning. While the results call for further research on causal effects, the main findings support the idea of implementing MIL and PTG in clinical practice. More specifically, psychological emergency and health care professionals should be educated on the importance of these concepts to prevent negative mental health outcomes and enhance well-being after traumatic exposure.
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