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“Meaning is the web of connections, 
understandings, and interpretations that help us 

comprehend our experience and formulate 
plans directing our energies to the achievement 
of our desired future. Meaning provides us with 
the sense that our lives matter, that they make 
sense, and that they are more than the sum of 

our seconds, days, and years.”

Significance: What I do matters 
Purpose: I have a future 
Coherence: Things make sense 

Steger, 2012; Heintzelman & King, 2014 

Meaning What is it?



PurposeSignificance Coherence

Baumeister, 1991; Heintzelman, Trent, & King, 2013; Milgram, 1970



Collects nationally representative samples 
from over 160 countries in over 140 languages

Study 1 Gallup World Poll

Our Data 
~140,000 people in 127 countries (2007) 

Oishi & Diener, 2014

Our Measure 
“Do you feel your life has an important purpose or 

meaning?”
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Study 2 Gallup Daily Tracking Poll
Surveys 1,000 Americans a day, 350 days 

out of the year.
Our Data 

~137,000 people in 354 US cities (2014)

Our Measure 
Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index 2.0 Purpose 

Subscale 
e.g. “I like what I do everyday”; “In the last 12 months, I have 

 reached most of my goals”

Our Controls 
City median household income; individual 

education, income, gender, ethnicity, and marital 
status
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Interim Summary

Across 127 countries, with data from ~275,000 
people, using two different instruments, at 
multiple levels of analysis, we find a robust 

association between population density and 
a sense of meaning in one’s life 

But, why?



Components of Meaning

Significance Purpose

Coherence



Integration 
•I don’t feel I belong to anything 

I’d call a community 
•I feel close to other people in my 

community 
•My community is a source of 

comfort

Contribution 
•I have something valuable to give 

to the world 
•My daily activities do not produce 

anything worthwhile for my 
community 

•I have nothing important to 
contribute to society

Coherence 
•The world is too complex for me 
•I cannot make sense of what is 

going on in the world 
•I find it easy to predict what will 

happen next in society

Uniqueness 
•I am a unique individual 
•The things I do cannot be done by 

anyone else 
•The world would function fine 

without me

Power 
•I currently feel in control 
•I currently feel powerful 
•I currently feel dependent

Keys, 1998 

PurposeSignificance Coherence
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Population 
Density

Sense of 
Contribution

Meaning in 
Life

a = -0.11**

[-0.20, -0.03]

b = 1.55***

[1.33, 1.77]

c = -0.24+ [-0.51, 0.03]

c’ = -0.06 [-0.30, 0.17]

ab [indirect path] = 
-0.18** [-0.31, -0.05]

n = 627All models controlling for  
individual demographics

r = -0.06 [-0.14, 0.02]



Manipulations Vignettes

• IV: Vignettes telling people that population density is 
rising (vs, e.g. that squirrel population density is rising) 

• DV: Meaning in Life Questionnaire, Presence Subscale

Sng et al, 2017; Steger et al, 2006 

MLQ - P 
•I understand my life’s meaning 
•My life has a clear sense of 

purpose 
•I have a good sense of what 

makes my life meaningful 
•I have discovered a satisfying life 

purpose 
•My life has no clear purpose



Manipulations Vignettes

• IV: Vignettes telling people that population density is 
rising (vs, e.g. that squirrel population density is rising) 

• DV: Meaning in Life Questionnaire, Presence Subscale

Vignette Study 1 (n = 471)

Vignette Study 2 (n = 148)

Vignette Study 3 (n = 630)

.15 [-.05, .35]

-.16 [-.50, .18]

.06 [-.14, .26]

Effect Size

Random-Effects Meta-analysis .07 [-.14, .20]

Sng et al, 2017; Steger et al, 2006 



• Audio IV: Sounds from a busy or empty area 

• VR IV: Walking though a virtual space with many or few 
avatars 

• DV: Meaning in Life Questionnaire, Presence Subscale

Manipulations Immersion



• Audio IV: Sounds from a busy or empty area 

• VR IV: Walking though a virtual space with many or few 
avatars 

• DV: Meaning in Life Questionnaire, Presence Subscale

Audio Study 1 (n = 187)

VR Study 1 (n = 83)

Audio Study 2 (n = 148)

-.35 [-.63, -.07]

-.26 [-.70, .18]

-.01 [-.35, .33]

Effect Size

Random-Effects Meta-analysis -.22 [-.44, .01]

Manipulations Immersion



Registration at osf.io/kvy28  

Ongoing Study More VR



All materials, data, and analyses  
available at osf.io/q527f  

nrb8pv@virginia.edu 
nickbuttrick.com

Population density is associated with 
meaning in life

Living around many other people may 
minimize the significance of one’s 
contribution to society, thus reducing 
meaning

Richly manipulating population density in 
the lab is hard


