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Abstract: Sense of purpose – the feeling that one has meaningful goals and directions in life – has consistently been connected to desirable
well-being outcomes. Though these associations are robust, only a paucity of research explains why this connection exists and whether it
differs across the adult lifespan. In a large cross-sectional sample (N = 1,666; age: M = 49.44, SD = 21.55), age showed a moderate positive
association with sense of purpose and a large negative association with anxiety symptoms. Sense of purpose was negatively associated with
anxiety and showed moderate to strong associations with how people regulate their emotions in anxiety-inducing situations. Sense of purpose
had the strongest associations with adaptive emotion-regulation strategies connected to perspective broadening: When they feel anxious,
people with a higher sense of purpose were more likely to find a silver lining, focus on the big picture, and remember that the stressor will not
last. Furthermore, sense of purpose moderated the relationship between age and three maladaptive emotion-regulation strategies
(eating/drinking to cope, expressive suppression, and distraction). In particular, higher levels of sense of purpose correlated with a stronger
negative relationship between age and the use of these strategies. We discuss the findings regarding integrating the purpose and emotion-
regulation literature.

Keywords: sense of purpose, anxiety symptoms, emotion regulation, aging

Coping with Anxiety: Associations
with Sense of Purpose and
Emotion-Regulation Strategies

Emotional experiences and the use of emotion-regulation
strategy look different across the adult lifespan. In general,
older adulthood is often associated with fewer negative
experiences, more positive experiences, and less anxiety
(Hudson et al., 2019; Min et al., 2013). That said, older
age is also often tied to unique experiences that may pro-
mote anxiety (Pachana, 2023), requiring thoughtful strate-
gies to handle challenging emotional experiences. One of
the reasons why older adults tend to have more positive
experiences lies in the situations they choose to engage in
(Carstensen, 2006; Carstensen et al., 1999), such as decid-
ing to spend time with a close friend or family member
rather than a new friend. Furthermore, there are develop-
mental differences in the emotion-regulation strategies
people choose to use across the lifespan (e.g., Eldesouky

& English, 2018; Shiota & Levenson, 2009). Thus, one
explanation for differences inwell-being across the lifespan
could be differences in the types of strategies used.

However, a systematic review emphasized that develop-
mental trends alone may not explain strategy use (Allen &
Windsor, 2019). For instance, Allen and Windsor found
mixed evidence for age differences regarding the usage of
cognitive reappraisal and situation modification. The lack
of mean-level differences in strategy usage based on age
could, in part, be tied to the strength and vulnerability
integration (SAVI) model, which highlights that there may
be differences in the effectiveness of emotion-regulation
usage across the lifespan (Charles, 2010; Charles & Luong,
2013).This frameworkposits thatolderadultsmaybebetter
at attending to positive stimuli and appraising their situa-
tions because of their greater life experience, more limited
timeexperience,andadaptation to loss.However,SAVIalso
highlights how older adults may be more vulnerable to the
negative influence of physiological experiences tied to neg-
ative emotions (Charles & Luong, 2013) Thus, rather than
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differences in strategies used based on age, there may be
differences in how the strategies are used at more or less
vulnerable ages. Moreover, this framework sets the stage
for investigating differences regarding predictors and cor-
relates of strategy use across age.

Allen andWindsor (2019) concluded that research needs
to consider individual difference variables as moderators
when considering developmental differences in emotion-
regulation strategy use. One individual differencemodera-
tor not considered in past work is sense of purpose or the
perception that one is engaging with personallymeaningful
activities that align with their overarching life direction
(Ryff, 1989; Scheier et al., 2006).With SAVI as a theoretical
framework to understand why emotion regulation could
look differently as people age (Charles, 2010), it is impor-
tant to consider whether sense of purpose may play a role
in supporting individuals at more vulnerable points of the
lifespan.Anempirical connectionbetweensenseofpurpose
and emotion regulation comes from work showing that
sense of purpose predicts how adults react to both daily
stressors (Hill et al., 2018) and daily positive events (Hill
et al., 2022). Moreover, individuals may reappraise situa-
tions and goals to select those most aligned with their
purposeful pursuits (Lewis, 2020). Finally, like emotion-
regulation strategy use, sense of purpose also fails to
demonstrate clear age trajectories during adulthood
(Pfund, Ratner, et al., 2022). These pieces of evidence sug-
gest that sense of purpose may provide a target for consid-
eration regarding a potential moderator of associations
between age and emotion regulation.

Sense of Purpose, Aging,
and Emotion Regulation

Adultswithahigher senseofpurposeappear less vulnerable
to health and cognitive concerns in older adulthood (see
Pfund & Lewis, 2020, for a review). Specific to emotion
regulation, cross-sectional and longitudinal efforts have
highlighted that having a higher sense of purpose positively
predicts multiple well-being outcomes (Irving et al., 2017;
Pfund&Hill, 2018). Peoplewith a stronger senseof purpose
report greater positive affect, less negative affect, andmore
life satisfaction (Anglim et al., 2020; Pfund, Ratner, et al.,
2022). They also report fewer depressive symptoms (Kim
et al., 2013; Windsor et al., 2015), and less suicidal ideation
(Heisel & Flett, 2004). People with a higher sense of
purpose experience a smaller increase in negative affect
upon encountering daily stressors (Hill et al., 2018), and
even attenuated positive affect increases following a posi-
tive event (Hill et al., 2022). Finally, integral to the current

work, people with a higher sense of purpose also report less
anxiety (Chen et al., 2020; Crego et al., 2021). These
findings align with past work highlighting that people with
a higher sense of purpose experience greater subjective
well-being and less negative affect reactivity to stressors
(Hill et al., 2018; Pfund, Ratner, et al., 2022).

Emotion-regulationstrategiescouldprovideapathway to
understanding these associations, but research connecting
sense of purpose and emotion regulation is lacking. Dispo-
sitional use of reappraisal was positively associated with
sense of purpose, while suppression was negatively associ-
ated with it (Gross & John, 2003), suggesting that people
with a higher sense of purpose aremore likely to reappraise
their stressors and less likely to avoid them. Research on
university students demonstrates that a higher senseof pur-
pose is associated with more reliance on problem-solving
and less reliance on avoidance and rumination at both the
between- and within-person analytic levels (Lohani et al.,
2023). Outside of the realm of emotions, individuals with
a higher sense of purpose tend to be less overwhelmed by
real-world obstacles (Burrow et al., 2016). Such findings
underscore how purpose may provide a resource for self-
regulation, insofar as it helps individuals to stay motivated
toward their daily activities and goals (Lewis, 2020). With
emotion-regulation strategies tied to individual differences
in experiences of anxiety (Cisler et al., 2010; De France &
Hollenstein, 2019; Schneider et al., 2018) and the lifespan
developmental nature of anxiety (Pachana, 2023), evaluat-
ing the connection between sense of purpose and types of
emotion-regulation strategies is a valuable first step in
clarifying why sense of purpose is connected to such a vast
array of emotional benefits.

Thus, it is valuable to consider what specific emotion-
regulation strategies may be more typical of purposeful
individuals. In this vein, social relations may be integral to
purpose-driven strategies. People with a higher sense of
purpose also report greater relationship satisfaction with
romantic partners, friends, and family members (Pfund
et al., 2020; Pfund, Bono, et al., 2022), better social interac-
tions (Pfund, Hofer, et al., 2022) as well as greater social
support and less social strain across important close rela-
tionships (Weston et al., 2021). Thus, people with a higher
sense of purpose may be in a better position to utilize inter-
personal emotion-regulation strategies.

Finally, with calls for evaluating individual difference
moderators for the relationship between age and emo-
tion-regulation strategies (Allen & Windsor, 2019), it is
important to explore whether sense of purpose and age
interact in predicting reliance upon different emotion-
regulation strategies. Additionally, aging is tied to both
greater vulnerabilities and strengths in emotion regulation
(Charles, 2010; Charles &Luong), explained in part by past
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experiences and time perspective. Sense of purpose could
be valuable in promoting more adaptive strategies and
avoiding less adaptive ones at more vulnerable ages. For
example, past research found that sense of purpose helps
combat the influence of a limited time perspective on
aspects ofwell-being (Pfund, Ratner, et al., 2022); similarly,
having a higher sense of purpose may help shape the way
timeperspective tied to agingmayshape theuseof different
emotion-regulation strategies. Accordingly, older adults
with a lower sense of purpose may be more likely to buck
the trends of more adaptive emotion regulation use associ-
ated with higher ages.

Current Study

The current study is among the first to consider how sense
of purpose is associated with different emotion-regulation
strategies used to cope with anxiety across the adult lifes-
pan. As a first step, we consider how both sense of purpose
and anxiety symptoms are associated with age and the use
of these emotion regulations. We hypothesize that sense of
purpose is negatively associated with anxiety symptoms.
However, any examination of the relationship sense of pur-
pose and anxiety symptoms have with different emotion-
regulation strategies is generally exploratory.

Participants responded to how frequently they used a
variety of strategies when feeling anxious, ranging from
finding a silver lining or exercising to getting advice from
others or suppressing thoughts about the anxiety. We also
explore whether sense of purpose moderates the associa-
tion between age and strategy usage. This study provides
insights into how purpose relates to various specific strate-
gies used to copewith anxiety andhow the reliance on these
associations changes as people age.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

This survey was conducted by the Harris Poll during the
summer of 2021, and because it was a secondary data anal-
ysis, thisworkwasdeemednonhuman-subjects researchby
the authors’ institutional researchboards.Weadministered
the cross-sectional survey online to 2,000 adults, which
was reduced to the final analytic sample of 1,666 follow-
ing data quality checks (e.g., providing appropriate

answers to write-in questions elsewhere in the survey).
The participants answered questions relating to their well-
being andwork lives. The current study focuses on the data
collected on sense of purpose, anxiety symptoms, and cop-
ing strategies. Participants ranged from 18 to99yearsof age
(M = 49.44, SD = 21.55). The further age breakdown
revealed that 19.1% of participants were between the ages
18 and 30, 17.5% were between 31 and 40, 13.6% were
between 41 and 50, 14.4% were between 51 and 60,
19.8% were between 61 and 70, 13.4% were between 71
and 80, and 2.3% were over 80. Approximately 64% of
the participants reported being female and 36% male.
Regarding race, 4.4% of people identified as Asian, 7.9%
as Black, 10.2% as Hispanic, and 77.6% as White.

Measures

Sense of Purpose
We assessed sense of purpose using the 4-item Brief Pur-
pose Measure (Hill et al., 2016, 2021). Participants were
asked to report howwell items described them on a 7-point
Likert scale, from 1 (stronglydisagree) to 7 (strongly agree), for
example, “There is a direction inmy life.” Items were aver-
aged together, with higher scores representing a higher
sense of purpose. The measure had good reliability in the
current sample (α = .89).

Anxiety Symptoms
We assessed anxiety symptoms using the 7-item General-
ized Anxiety Disorder Screener (Löwe et al., 2008). Partic-
ipants reported how many days a week they typically
experienced specific anxiety symptoms on a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). Items
were summed together, with higher scores representing
greater anxiety symptoms. This measure displayed good
reliability in the current sample (α = .94).

Emotion-Regulation Strategies for Anxiety
We assessed emotion-regulation strategies for coping with
anxiety using a 16-item questionnaire drawn from a recent
study,which examined commonly used coping strategies in
adaily settingduring theCOVID-19pandemic (Orvell et al.,
2023).1 We selected these items following a systematic
reviewofemotion-regulationstrategies found in thecoping,
cognitive, and behavioral medicine literature (e.g., Brans
et al., 2013; Bucich & MacCann, 2019; Cheng, 2001;
English et al., 2017). A team of experts then created a
representative, albeit not exhaustive, list of adaptive and

1 Two items were excluded from the original measure in the current data collection: (1) interacting with someone, and (2) writing about it. The
former was excluded because of the conceptual overlap with more specific interpersonal coping items, the latter because of low base rates in
the previous study.
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maladaptive strategies from these different research
domains. The participants received the prompt: “The
following statements are different ways people can try to
feel better about something that is causing them to feel
anxious. How often do you use each of these strategies to
feel better about something that makes you feel anxious?”
They then responded to each of the 16 strategies on a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
Table 1 provides shortened phrasing for all the items from
this measure. This measure included strategies usually
viewedas generallymoremaladaptive (e.g., drinkingor eat-
ing to cope) and adaptive (e.g., finding a silver lining).

Analytic Plan

In thepreliminary analyses,we calculated zero-order corre-
lations between the variables of interest (sense of purpose,
anxiety symptoms, and emotion-regulation strategies) to
establish the magnitudes of the association between these
variables. Next, we conducted moderation analyses to
examine sense of purpose, age, and the interaction of pur-
pose and age as predictors of each of the 16 strategies. Both
age and sense of purpose were centered, so 0 represented
the mean score in this variable sample. Based on the larger
number of analyses, we used a more conservative alpha
level of .01 to determine significance. 95% confidence
Intervals are reported in brackets following the estimate.

Results

Zero-Order Correlations for Purpose,
Anxiety, and Emotion-Regulation
Strategies

Table 1 includes the zero-order correlations between sense
of purpose and anxiety with the various emotion-regulation
strategies. (The supplemental table [ESM 1] includes a full
correlation matrix of all variables of interest.) Preliminary
analyses indicated that sense of purpose and anxiety
were negatively associated (r(1,545) = �.31 [�.35, �.26],
p < .001). Furthermore, based on standardized effect size
cutoffs in psychology (Funder & Ozer, 2019), age had a
moderate positive association with sense of purpose
(r(1,666) = .19 [.14 23], p < .001) and a strong negative asso-
ciation with anxiety symptoms (r(1,666) = �.41 [�.45,
�.37], p< .001).Moreover, sense of purposewas associated
with most of the emotion-regulation strategies. Of the
emotion-regulation strategies, sense of purpose had the
strongest associations with focusing on the big picture
(r(1,666) = .48 [.43, .52], p < .001), finding a silver lining
(r(1,666) = .41 [.37, .44], p < .001), and remembering that
the anxiety will not last forever (r(1,666) = .39 [.35, .44],
p < .001). Alcohol consumption was the only strategy nega-
tively associated with sense of purpose (r(1,567) = �.08
[�.14,�.02], p< .001). Sense of purposewas not associated

Table 1. Associations for sense of purpose and anxiety with emotion-regulation strategies to feel better when feeling anxious for the entire
sample with 95% confidence intervals [in brackets]

Sense of purpose Anxiety symptoms

Anxiety symptoms �.31* [�.35, �.26]

Age .19* [.14, .23] �.41* [�.45, �.37]

Eating/drinking (no alcohol) .00 [�.05, .06] .24* [.19, .29]

Drinking alcohol �.08* [�.14, �.02] .28* [.22, .34]

Rituals with religion/family .34* [.29, .39] �.09* [�.14, �.04]

Exercise .25* [.21, .30] �.08* [�.13, �.02]

Spending time outside .33* [.28, .38] �.13* [�.19, �.07]

Venting to others .17* [.13, .22] .18* [.13, .23]

Getting advice from others .24* [.19, .30] .08* [.03, .14]

Physical comfort from others .25* [.21, .30] .02 [�.02, .08]

Finding a silver lining .41* [.37, .44] �.18* [�.23, �.13]

Focusing on the big picture .48* [.43, .52] �.17* [�.22, �.12]

Remembering anxiety won’t last .39* [.35, .44] �.14* [�.19, �.08]

Finding humor in anxiety .28* [.24, .33] �.05 [�.11, .01]

Mindfulness/meditation .26* [.22, .33] .00 [�.05, .07]

Expressive suppression .06 [.01, .12] .21* [.16, .27]

Thought suppression .26* [.21, .31] �.15* [�.22, �.09]

Distracting self from anxiety .20* [.16, .25] .12* [.06, .17]

Range 1–7 0–21

M (SD) 5.30 (1.47) 6.63 (7.13)

Note. Ns range from 1465 to 1666. *p < .01.
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with eating food/drinking nonalcoholic beverages to cope
with anxiety (r(1,666) = .00 [�.05, .06], p = .437).

The associations were weaker between anxiety and
emotion-regulation strategies, with the strongest positive
associations for anxiety symptomsbeingwithdrinkingalco-
hol (r(1,465) = .28 [.22, .34], p < .001), eating food/drinking
nonalcoholic beverages (r(1,545) = .24 [.19, .29], p < .001),
and expressive suppression toward the anxiety-inducing
situation (r(1,545) = .21 [.16, .27], p < .001). People who
reported greater anxiety symptoms weremore likely to uti-
lize each of these strategies to cope. Regarding the three
strongest negative associations, people who reported lower
anxiety symptomology were more likely to find a silver
lining (r(1,545) = �.18 [�.23, �.13], p < .001), focus on the
big picture (r(1,545) = �.18 [�.22, �.12], p < .001), and
suppress thoughts about the anxiety (r(1,545) = �.15
[�.22,�.09], p < .001). Notably, anxietywas not associated
with getting physical comfort fromothers, finding humor in
the situation, or meditation/mindfulness. All anxiety and
sense of purpose correlations were significantly different
based on a two-tailed test with p < .01, except for Eating/
Drinking, Physical Comfort, Humor, Mindfulness, and
Expressive Suppression.

Purpose, Age, and Emotion Regulation

Table 2 reports multiple regression findings for the age,
sense of purpose, and age � sense of purpose interaction
effects for each of the 16 emotion-regulation strategies.
Based on R2, these variables explained the least variance
in expressive suppression and eating/drinking (R2 = .03
for both), and the most variance in looking for the silver
lining (R2 = .16), remembering that it won’t last (R2 = .17),
and focusing on the big picture (R2 = .23). Across emotion-
regulation strategies, higher age was associated with less
use of all strategies, and the sense of purpose relationships
followed those established in the zero-order correlations.

There were three significant Sense of purpose � Age
interactions with eating/drinking to cope, expressive sup-
pression, anddistraction.Figure 1displays the simple slopes
with 99% confidence bands for the Age� Purpose interac-
tion when predicting each of these outcomes while also
accounting for themain effects of age and sense of purpose.

For eating/drinking to cope, sense of purposemoderated
the negative association between age and eating/drinking
to cope (b = �0.003, [�0.01, �0.001], p = .005), with the
negative association between age and this strategy getting
stronger as sense of purpose increased. Put differently,
older adults were less like to use these coping strategies,
especially if they were older adults who scored higher on
sense of purpose. For expressive suppression, sense of pur-
pose moderated the negative association between age and
expressive suppression (b = �0.004, [�0.007, �0.002],

p < .001), with the negative association getting stronger as
sense of purpose increased. Again, older adults were less
likely to use expressive suppression, and this was particu-
larly true for those older adults with a higher sense of pur-
pose. For distraction, the same general pattern of results
held. Sense of purpose moderated the negative association
between age and distraction (b = �0.003, [�0.005,
�0.001], p = .004), and the negative association got stron-
ger as sense of purpose increased.

Discussion

Whereas pastworkhighlightedhowemotion regulationdif-
fers across the adult lifespan (Charles, 2010; Charles &
Luong, 2013), the current work considers the role of sense
of purpose in modifying these age-based associations. The
current study provides three valuable connections between
the literature on purpose and emotion regulation across the
adult lifespan. First, a higher sense of purpose was linked to
the tendency to use seemingly more adaptive strategies
when dealing with anxiety-inducing situations, which may
help explain why purposeful individuals report fewer anxi-
ety symptoms. Second, in several cases these associations
often were stronger than the linkages between the strategy
and anxiety symptoms, suggesting that sense of purpose
maybean integral variable in emotion regulation.Addition-
ally, the direction of the associations between anxiety
symptoms and the different emotion-regulation strategies
resemble past research (e.g., Cisler & Olatunji, 2012; Schä-
feretal.,2017). Forexample, strategies likedrinkingalcohol
and expressive suppression were tied to a greater experi-
ence of anxiety symptoms,while focusing on the big picture
and finding the silver lining were tied to less experience of
anxiety symptoms. These results help serve as convergent
validity for using a new emotion-regulation strategy mea-
sure made specifically to evaluate coping with anxiety.
Third, sense of purposemoderated the association between
age and the frequency of use for three strategies, with older
adultswithahigher senseofpurposebeing the least likely to
employ seemingly more maladaptive strategies. Accord-
ingly, the association between age and emotion-regulation
strategyusewas consistent across levels of senseof purpose
for the other 13 strategies. Although the current study was
cross-sectional in nature, these points add to our under-
standing of the benefits of a higher sense of purpose and
the limited, though notable, role it may play in lifespan
developmental differences in emotion regulation.

Individualswith ahigher senseof purpose report employ-
ing strategies that seemingly alignwith the needs of leading
a goal-directed life. Sense of purpose was most strongly
associated with reframing and reappraisal-oriented
emotion-regulation strategies, including finding a silver
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lining and focusing on the big picture. The latter connects
with the notion of purpose serving as a higher-order goal
that organizes individuals’ daily activities toward a broader
aim (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009), and these perspective-
broadening strategies can assist individuals in progressing
toward their life direction. Previous work has made similar
claims, showing that purposeful individuals are less dis-
rupted by daily events connected to increases in negative
affect for less goal-directed individuals (Burrow & Hill,
2013). Given the cross-sectional nature of the current data,
it is also valuable to consider reverse causality. Frameworks
on the short-termto long-termdevelopmentofpurposesug-
gest that momentary experiences of purpose could guide
understanding of one’s more dispositional, consistent
purpose in life (Hill et al., 2023). Accordingly, how one
perceives and regulates anxiety-inducing situations could

Table 2. Sense of purpose, age, and sense of purpose by age
interaction predicting strategies to cope with anxiety

Estimate
95% confidence

intervals p-value

Eating/drinking (R2 = .03)

Intercept 2.79 2.74 2.85 < .001

Age �0.01 –0.01 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.02 �0.03 0.06 .425

Age � Purpose �0.003 �0.01 �0.001 .005

Alcohol (R2 = .09)

Intercept 2.01 1.96 2.07 < .001

Age �0.02 �0.02 �0.02 < .001

Purpose �0.04 �0.08 0.01 .086

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .060

Ritual (R2 = .12)

Intercept 2.98 2.92 3.05 < .001

Age 0.00 0.00 0.01 .469

Purpose 0.35 0.31 0.4 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.01 .069

Exercise (R2 = .10)

Intercept 3.13 3.07 3.18 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.01 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.27 0.22 0.31 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .065

Outside (R2 = .11)

Intercept 3.51 3.47 3.56 < .001

Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 .311

Purpose 0.25 0.21 0.28 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .856

Venting to others (R2 = .09)

Intercept 3.04 2.99 3.09 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.02 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.17 0.13 0.21 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .435

Advice from others (R2 = .09)

Intercept 3.05 3.00 3.10 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.01 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.22 0.18 0.26 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .359

Physical comfort (R2 = .07)

Intercept 3.10 3.05 3.15 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.01 �0.002 .001

Purpose 0.23 0.19 0.27 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.002 �0.0001 0.004 .051

Silver lining (R2 = .17)

Intercept 3.55 3.51 3.60 < .001

Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 .883

Purpose 0.31 0.27 0.34 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .516

Big picture (R2 = .23)

Intercept 3.67 3.63 3.71 < .001

Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 .278

(Continued on next column)

Table 2. (Continued)

Estimate
95% confidence

intervals p-value

Purpose 0.35 0.32 0.38 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .314

Won’t last (R2 = .16)

Intercept 3.53 3.48 3.57 < .001

Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 .374

Purpose 0.29 0.26 0.33 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .559

Humor (R2 = .11)

Intercept 3.39 3.35 3.44 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.01 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.24 0.21 0.28 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .540

Mindfulness (R2 = .11)

Intercept 2.82 2.77 2.88 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.02 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.28 0.24 0.32 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .309

Expressive suppression (R2 = .03)

Intercept 3.21 3.15 3.26 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.01 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.06 0.02 0.10 .005

Age � Purpose �0.004 �0.007 �0.002 < .001

Thought suppression (R2 = .07)

Intercept 3.12 3.07 3.17 < .001

Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 .676

Purpose 0.20 0.16 0.24 < .001

Age � Purpose 0.00 0.00 0.00 .212

Distraction (R2 = .07)

Intercept 3.41 3.36 3.46 < .001

Age �0.01 �0.01 �0.01 < .001

Purpose 0.16 0.13 0.20 < .001

Age � Purpose �0.003 �0.005 �0.001 .004
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affect how purposeful people feel over time. For example,
by focusing on the bigger picture or finding a silver lining,
an individualmaybe able to findmore purpose in their daily
activities and stressors.

Toaddress concernswithcross-sectional claims,weneed
an intensive longitudinal methodology to explore whether
perspective-taking and reappraisal help purposeful individ-
uals navigate anxiety-producing situations in their natural
environments, orwhether theseperspectives aid in promot-
ing purpose.Moreover, past work using intensive longitudi-
nal data found that some emotion-regulation strategies are
typically connected to higher well-being, but that emotion-
regulation flexibility is positively associated with higher
well-being as well (Springstein et al., 2022). In other words,
future research should explore whether sense of purpose is
associated with being able to effectively call upon a wide
range of strategies, which may serve as an additional route
by which sense of purpose promotes healthy aging. More-
over, because the current research focuses on the connec-
tion between sense of purpose and emotion-regulation
strategy usage across the lifespan, future work would bene-
fit from taking amoremechanistic approach to evaluate the
role that emotion-regulation strategies play in connecting
sense of purpose to emotional well-being across the
lifespan.

Additionally, emotion-regulation strategies were gener-
ally more strongly associated with sense of purpose than
with anxiety symptoms. One possible explanation is that
these emotion-regulation strategies provide insights into
the broader motivational mindset of being a purposeful
individual. Past experimental efforts found that having or
thinking about purpose can lead individuals to appraise
everyday challenges differently (Burrow et al., 2016). This
motivationalmindsetmaybeuseful in scenarios of daily life
not connected to more clinically-relevant or dispositional
anxiety symptoms. These strategies may provide insights
into the cognitive signature of purposeful adults and how
they appraise their daily lives.

Regarding the implications for healthy aging, older age
was associated with less use of all emotion-regulation

strategies. Past work emphasized that younger adults
engage in more situations that are likely to necessitate reg-
ulation (Carstensen, 2006; Carstensen et al., 1999). Some
past work found that older adults experience less anxiety
(Min et al., 2013).With the items in the current study focus-
ing on how individuals regulate upon experiencing anxiety,
older adults could simply have fewer reasons to utilize a
given strategy during fewer anxiety-inducing experiences.
Interestingly, the age-by-purpose interactions suggested
that the utilization of three emotion-regulation strategies
becamemore strongly associatedwith age among individu-
als who were more purposeful. Put differently, older adults
were less likely to utilize three strategies that often present
as more maladaptive (eating/drinking to cope, expressive
suppression, and distraction), particularly when they also
were purposeful. A primary tenet of socioemotional selec-
tivity theory is that older adults can maintain better emo-
tional well-being by prioritizing engaging in situations and
social relationships that more likely enable them to avoid
negative emotions (Carstensen et al., 1999). Thus, having
a sense of purpose may benefit older adults more than
younger ones,who are less focused on using social relations
for emotion regulation. Future work should consider
whether sense of purpose proves particularly valuable for
reducing anxiety in the social circumstances of older adults,
given that twoof the threemoderated strategies (expressive
suppression and eating/drinking to cope) typically occur in
social situations. Importantly, only three of the 16 associa-
tions were moderated by sense of purpose and age, so the
potential benefit of senseof purpose for emotion-regulation
strategy use is fairly consistent across age groups.

The current findings are not without limitations. First, all
measures were self-reported and collected at a single time.
Future work should consider adding to these findings by
using clinical and observer-report methods and intensive
longitudinal methodology to explore more momentary
associations that more effectively capture an individual’s
daily stressors and stressor responses. Second, the
emotion-regulation strategies were single-item measures
that specifically asked about coping with anxiety; one

Figure 1. Simple slope graphs for the association between age and frequency of using eating and drinking (A), expressive suppression (B), and
distraction (C) to cope with anxiety at average, high (+1 SD), and low (�1 SD) levels of sense of purpose with 99% confidence bands.
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should consider lengthier andbroadermeasures to improve
reliability and to capture negative emotional experiences
not tied solely to anxiety. Third, while this study seems to
suggest that older adults with a lower sense of purpose
appeared to use negative coping strategies like eat-
ing/drinking to cope at similar frequencies to younger
adults, longitudinal work spanning years would better sup-
port determining whether these are inherent cohort differ-
ences or changes that happen as people age.

It is also worth noting that these data were collected dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic in the summer of 2021, which
could have influenced the amount of anxiety people were
experiencing or their general sense of purpose levels. How-
ever, past work has highlighted that the relationship
between sense of purpose and emotional well-being has
been fairly consistent with pre-COVID-19 findings (Hill
et al., 2021). Thus, thiswould likely not influence the nature
of the relationship between sense of purpose and the
employment of different emotion-regulation strategies.

These caveats aside, the current work provides initial
insights into why sense of purpose may be connected to
reduced anxiety symptoms andhow these associations look
different – or do not – across a wide range of ages.

Electronic Supplementary Material

The electronic supplementarymaterial is availablewith the
online version of the article at https://doi.org/10.1024/
1662-9647/a000324
ESM 1. R Script for Data Cleaning and Analyses
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