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Abstract 

Recent evidence that reflecting on one’s purpose in life increases engagement with academic tasks 
inspires questions about whether purpose interventions might enhance learning engagement more 
broadly. This potential may be particularly fruitful for programs serving youth from a wide range of ages 
wherein sustaining engagement may be challenging. Here, we explored whether a brief purpose writing 
intervention would increase adolescents’ engagement in 4-H programs. Participants (N = 130) were 
randomly assigned to write about either their sense of purpose or a control topic prior to the first day of a 
program, and they reported their level of program engagement at the end of that day. Regression 
analysis showed participant age was negatively associated with program engagement. However, writing 
about purpose halted this age-related decline in engagement. These preliminary findings situate purpose 
as a resource that can be leveraged to sustain older youths’ interest and engagement in youth 
programming.  
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Introduction 

Youth programs serve as important developmental contexts (Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 
2000), providing spaces for young people to develop life skills while learning new things or 
pursuing their interests (Mahoney, Vandell, Simpkins, & Zarrett, 2009; Simpkins, Ripke, Huston, 
& Eccles, 2005). Indeed, many parents recognize the opportunities afforded by such programs, 
spending an estimated $113 each week for children’s after-school programs alone (Afterschool 
Alliance, 2014). With few exceptions (for a discussion see Roth, Malone, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010), 
there is growing evidence that the return on this investment is favorable. Studies indicate that 
participating in out-of-school time (OST) programs is linked with a host of positive outcomes for 
youth, including greater academic performance and adjustment (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 
2010), more positive self-perceptions (Roffman, Pagano, & Hirsch, 2001), and improved social 
behavior (Garst, Scheider, & Baker, 2001). An important caveat to these findings, however, is 
that in order to fully capitalize on the benefits of programs, youth must feel actively and 
meaningfully engaged in them (Fredricks, 2011). Thus, identifying factors that contribute to 
youths’ level of engagement, and that might be leveraged to maximize and sustain it over time, 
remains an important target for study.  
 
Further complicating this issue, many OST programs deliver a diverse array of activities that 
often involve youth of many ages participating together, with the unfortunate reality that 
participation in such programs tends to decline as youth get older (Weiss, Little, & Bouffard, 
2005). Yet, because OST program participation can be immensely valuable to youth (Mahoney 
et al., 2009), it is important to investigate strategies for effectively capturing the attention and 
sustaining engagement of older youth. Based on longstanding evidence that adolescence is a 
period of the lifespan characterized by active identity exploration and goal development 
(Erikson, 1968; Luyckx & Robitscheck, 2014; Marcia, 1993), we tested whether reflecting on 
one’s sense of purpose in life would increase adolescent engagement with program learning. 
The purpose of this paper is to offer preliminary insight into whether this brief, youth-focused, 
and free intervention is amenable to and potentially effective within the context of 4-H youth 
development programs, and as a template for other OST programs as well. We aim to provide 
sufficient detail regarding the implementation of this intervention and its results to guide future 
testing.    
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Youth Engagement in Out-of-School Time Programs 

As researchers and practitioners well know, not all youth are equally engaged in the activities in 
which they participate. Thus, these stakeholders are beginning to identify more nuanced ways 
of assessing program engagement that go deeper than documenting attendance or simple 
participation (Bohnert, Fredricks, & Randall, 2010). Compared to measures of program 
exposure or dosage, which quantitatively examine intensity or duration of participation, 
program engagement is thought to depict a more qualitative aspect of participation, focusing on 
youth experiences (Dawes & Larson, 2011; Mahoney et al., 2009). This research has resulted in 
an understanding of engagement as encompassing three components: behavioral engagement 
(effort, attendance, rule-following), emotional engagement (interest, enjoyment, feelings of 
belonging), and cognitive engagement (self-regulation, goal pursuit, perceiving value in the 
activity), which work together to produce overall engagement (at high levels of each) or apathy 
and boredom (at low levels of each) (Bartko, 2005; Bohnert et al., 2010; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, 
& Paris, 2004).  
 

Compared to completing school assignments or homework, OST activities tend to be more 
engaging, with youth reporting higher levels of intrinsic motivation and concentration (Larson, 
2000; Shernoff & Vandell, 2007). This engagement may be related to youth program outcomes 
above and beyond quantitative measures of participation, such as attendance (Bohnert et al., 
2010; Fredricks, Bohnert, & Burdette, 2014; McGuire & Gamble, 2006). To the extent that 
engagement is shown to be responsive to program characteristics, such as relationships with 
staff and peers, and program structure (i.e., opportunities for skill building and autonomy; 
Fredricks et al., 2014), it remains important to develop interventions that directly and 
beneficially influence youth engagement in programs. 
 

Purpose in Life 

One asset that may be useful for increasing program engagement is having a sense of purpose 
in life. Purpose can be defined as “a stable and generalized intention to accomplish something 
that is at once meaningful to the self and of consequence to the world beyond the self” 
(Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003, p. 121). A rapidly growing body of work suggests that 
individuals begin to construct a sense of purpose during adolescence as identity and aspirations 
develop (Hill, Burrow, O’Dell, & Thornton, 2010; Hill & Burrow, 2012), and that doing so 
contributes to greater life satisfaction, positive mood, personal agency, and civic engagement 
(Bronk, Hill, Lapsley, Talib, & Finch, 2009; Burrow & Hill, 2011; Burrow, O’Dell, & Hill, 2010; 
Malin, Ballard, & Damon, 2015).  
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Beyond its benefits to well-being in general, having a sense of purpose has also been shown to 
be advantageous within the specific context of youth programs. For example, Dawes and 
Larson (2011) found that making activities relevant to youths’ sense of self, purpose, and 
learning for the future, helped young people to become psychologically engaged in programs. 
In addition, youth who find meaning in their participation in youth programs show more positive 
youth development outcomes (Bundick, 2011). In this way, a sense of purpose appears to 
provide youth who cultivate it with a platform for considering how information, activities, and 
experiences might be more significant and actionable, and thus helps them reap the benefits of 
youth program participation. Worth noting, however, purpose development may require more 
advanced cognitive capacities that emerge during middle and late adolescence (Burrow, Hill, 
Ratner, & Sumner, 2018). Thus, it may be easier for older youth to consider and report on their 
sense of purpose than it is for younger youth.  
 
Furthermore, although purpose is often examined as a dispositional attribute that someone 
either has or has not developed (e.g., Damon, 2008; Damon et al., 2003), there are recent 
demonstrations of purpose being experimentally primed or made salient. As a prominent 
example with particular relevance to the current study, Yeager and colleagues (2014) observed 
positive results for youth who took part in an intervention that asked them to briefly consider 
how they wanted to make the world a better place (self-transcendent purpose). Specifically, 
they found that writing about a self-transcendent purpose helped adolescents to engage more 
deeply with “boring” math problems, leading to greater persistence in solving them (Yeager et 
al., 2014). These results show that engaging with one’s sense of purpose in life through a brief 
writing intervention led to deeper learning, self-regulation, and, ultimately, more positive youth 
outcomes by facilitating the construal of the task as personally meaningful. Thus, although a 
sense of purpose in life is thought to develop over time, it is possible to experimentally activate 
this sense through, for example, writing interventions (for other examples see Burrow, Hill, & 
Sumner, 2016; Paunesku et al., 2015). That these types of brief and personally accessible 
interventions have positive effects, regardless of whether youth have developed a full-fledged 
sense of purpose in life, conforms with emerging work on wise-interventions (Walton, 2014) 
and makes them a potentially useful tool for helping young people engage in, and benefit from, 
OST programs.  
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The Present Study 

In light of prior research on the links between purpose and program engagement, as well as 
evidence that purpose interventions can be effective in academic learning environments (Yeager 
et al., 2014), we conducted an exploratory study of whether writing about one’s sense of 
purpose in life could increase participant engagement in 4-H youth development programs. 
Guided by the findings considered above, we predicted that youth who are provided with an 
opportunity to write about their purpose would report greater engagement in these programs 
when compared to youth who did not have this opportunity.  
 
We selected 4-H youth development programs as an ideal context to test this intervention, as 
4-H is the largest youth development program in the United States, serving over 6 million youth 
annually, and providing a diverse array of programs in rural, suburban, and urban areas (4-
H.org, n.d.). As described below, we deliberately sampled youth from a wide variety of 4-H 
programs in different contexts (e.g., summer camp, after-school, community clubs) and with 
different types of activities (e.g., cooking, arts and crafts, animal care, science and engineering, 
etc.) to enhance the generalizability of our findings. Importantly, our analyses include youth 
spanning age ranges across adolescence. Because older youth may be more likely to have 
considered their sense of purpose in life, we expected the effect of our intervention to be more 
pronounced among them than among younger youth.   
 

Methods 

Setting and Participants 

Participants were 161 youth (60% female) between the ages of 10 and 18 (Mage = 13.38, SD = 
1.97) recruited from 22 4-H programs throughout New York State. Participants were 70.8% 
Caucasian/White, 10.6% Hispanic/Latino, 7.5% African American, 6.8% Asian American, 3.7% 
Native American, and 16.8% other. The percentages of participants from each racial/ethnic 
group exceed 100% because participants were able to select more than one racial/ethnic group. 
Since this study aimed to assess whether a purpose-priming activity enhances youth 
engagement with 4-H programming, researchers visited on the first day of programs to reduce 
the impact that prior program exposure might have on intervention effectiveness. Respondents 
were only included in analyses if they completed all items (writing activity, age, gender, and 
engagement items), which resulted in a final sample of 130 respondents.  
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Measures 

All participants completed a demographics form including their age, gender, and the name of 
the program they were attending.  
 

Program Engagement 

Engagement was assessed with the psychological engagement scale comprised of three 
components: cognitive (α ൌ	.72; i.e., “I really focus on an activity when I am doing it”), 
affective (α ൌ	.79; i.e., “I enjoy this activity and have fun when I am involved”), and purposeful 
(α ൌ	.83; i.e., “This activity helps give my life meaning and purpose”) developed by Ramey et 
al. (2015). Given the substantial degree of overlap between the different facets of engagement 
accessed (correlations ranged from .67 to .79), a composite engagement scale was created by 
averaging across the three components. Cronbach’s alpha for this composite was 0.91. 

 

Procedure 

All youth enrolled in the 4-H programs that the research team visited were offered the 
opportunity to participate in the study (parental consent was collected by program staff before 
the visit). Prior to the start of the 4-H program activity, youth were asked to complete a paper 
and pencil writing exercise in which they were randomly assigned to either the control prompt 
(i.e., the most recent movie they saw) or the intervention prompt (i.e., purpose in life). Youth in 
the intervention group (n = 63) responded to the following two prompts, which were adapted 
from prior studies utilizing brief reflections on purpose and life aims (Bundick, 2011; Burrow et 
al., 2016), as well as research on self-transcendent intentions (Yeager et al., 2014):1  
 

1. Please tell us about your purpose in life. What is it that you most want to accomplish or 
contribute? Even if you do not feel that you have a specific purpose now, consider what 
it might be in the future.  

 
2. How will working toward your purpose help other people or help the world? 

 

                                                                                                                                          
1 When this study was initially launched, the two questions within each prompt were combined into one broader 

question to be consistent with previous administrations of this type of intervention with emerging adults (i.e., 
Burrow et al., 2016). However, based on early interactions with our youth participants, we modified this 
protocol by separating these questions into two distinct parts to provide greater clarity and ease of 
interpretation.   
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Participants in the control condition (n = 67) responded to the following two prompts:  
 

1. Please tell us about the last movie that you’ve seen. What was the title? What was it 
about?  

 
2. What was your favorite or least favorite part of the movie?  

 
After completing the writing exercise, youth were asked to complete a short survey assessing 
demographic information and two constructs (i.e., affect and Big 5 personality) not included in 
the present analyses. Subsequent to the completion of these measures, the program began. 
When the program ended (typically one to three hours later), youth were asked to complete a 
final survey assessing their level of engagement with the program material.  
 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

There was no significant difference between the two conditions with respect to the total number 
of words written in response to the prompts (control: M = 61.34, SD = 36.64; purpose: M = 
57.05, SD = 23.92), t(114.34) = .80, p = .43. Additionally, no significant difference was 
observed between the two conditions with respect to the age of participants (control: M = 
13.51, SD = 2.03; purpose: M = 13.49, SD = 1.96), t(128) = .55, p = .97). However, age was 
positively correlated with the total number of words written in response to either prompt 
overall, r(128) = .17, p = .05. Across all participants, engagement was slightly above the scale 
midpoint (M = 3.66, SD = .87). 
 

Main Hypotheses 

To explore whether age, writing condition, or their interaction predicted levels of program 
engagement, an OLS multivariate regression was conducted. In this analysis, the composite 
engagement variable was regressed on participant gender, age, total number of words written, 
writing condition (i.e., control prompt or intervention prompt), and the interaction between 
writing condition and age (see Table 1). Combined, these predictors explained a significant 
amount of the variance in engagement (9% of total variance), F(5, 124) = 2.69, p = .024. 
While a significant main effect emerged for age, b = -.32, SE = .10, p = .003, this was qualified 
by a significant interaction with writing condition, b = .33, SE = .15, p = .030. To inspect the 
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nature of this interaction, slopes for both conditions were plotted at both 1 standard deviation 
below and above the mean for age. As shown in Figure 1, simple slopes analyses revealed that, 
while age was negatively associated with engagement for those in the control condition, b = -
13, SE = .05, p = .014, it was unrelated to engagement for those who wrote about purpose, b 
= .03, SE = .06, p = .543. Thus, consistent with our prediction, writing about purpose served 
as a resource, though primarily for older youth. That is, engaging with one’s purpose prevented 
the age-related decline in engagement that would have otherwise been observed in the 
programs. 
 

Table 1. Hierarchical Regression Estimates Predicting Program Engagement.  

Predictors B SE B β 95% CI 
Lower 

95% CI 
Upper 

Gender -.24 .17 -.13 -.57 .10 

Age  -.32** .10 -.36 -.52 -.11 

Total words written .00 .00 .10 .00 .01 

Writing condition -.01 .15 -.01 -.29 .31 

Age X Writing Condition .33* .15 .26 .03 .62 
Notes. Model test: F(5, 124) = 2.69, p < .05. R2 = .098. Gender: male = 1 female = 0.  

Writing condition: 0 = control, 1 = purpose. *p  <  .05. **p  <  .01. 

 

Figure 1. Interaction Between Age and Writing Condition Predicting Program 
Engagement.  

 
Note. Low = 1 SD below the mean. High = 1 SD above the mean.  
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Discussion 

The benefits of youth programs can be more fully actualized when participants are fully 
engaged with the content being delivered. Among adolescents participating in a variety of 4-H 
programs delivered in New York State, we found that levels of youth engagement generally 
declined with age. The results of our exploratory study suggest that these programs, which 
often serve youth of a wide variety of ages at the same time, may not provide environmental 
affordances that match the developmental needs of older youth (Eccles et al., 1993). However, 
this trend of less engagement among older youth was attenuated for those who wrote about 
their sense of purpose in life just prior to beginning their program. These results are consistent 
with past work suggesting that even brief opportunities to consider one’s purpose can provide 
young people with a personally-relevant and motivational context for engaging with new 
information (Yeager et al., 2014). Moreover, these findings extend evidence that purpose 
supports engagement beyond traditional academic settings and works similarly in activities 
carried out in a variety of OST program types. Against the backdrop of the substantial monetary 
and personnel resources invested in the delivery of 4-H and other OST programs to youth 
spanning a wide range of ages, evidence that a no-cost and brief writing task proved beneficial 
to levels of youth engagement is particularly promising and sets a course for future testing and 
implementation.  
 
We highlight three broad conclusions that can be drawn from this study and interpret them in 
the context of existing work and areas of emerging interest on youth engagement and program 
delivery. First, while some readers may be tempted to conclude that writing about purpose 
boosted levels of engagement, our results instead suggest that writing about purpose 
attenuated the decline in engagement (illustrated by our control group) expected among older 
youth (Weiss et al., 2005). Though nuanced, this point is important as it suggests that our brief 
experimental manipulation did not reverse a common normative pattern, but instead halted the 
trend, potentially leaving youth better able to attend to and appreciate program content. Future 
research might seek to determine if simply staving off expected declines in engagement 
sufficiently impacts downstream outcomes or if increasing engagement levels is necessary. 
Although Dawes and Larson (2011) observed such increases in engagement naturally occurring 
for a subset of youth who felt that program content was relevant to their purpose in life, it 
remains to be determined what combination of program characteristics and individual factors 
(Eccles et al., 1993) could consistently produce increased engagement for all youth.  
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Second, youth in the purpose condition in this study were not instructed to explicitly describe 
connections between program content and their own purpose. Thus, as observed in academic 
settings (Yeager et al., 2014), the substance of one’s own purpose need not be tethered to the 
material being presented in order for this intervention to maintain youths’ engagement in 
programs. That said, future studies should examine whether there is any additional benefit to 
engagement if youth are asked to explicitly describe perceived connections between their own 
purpose and program contents. Furthermore, if collected prior to a program’s initiation, 
program leaders and educators could utilize youths’ articulations of their own purpose to curate 
a more person-centered and thus potentially interesting program. This general principle of 
designing OST learning opportunities such that youth are actively engaged in their own learning 
is central to positive youth development (Mahoney, Larson, & Eccles, 2005) and to the hands-
on, youth-centered approach taken in 4-H programs (4-H.org, n.d.). However, many existing 
programs may have little capacity to tailor several different programs for youth of different 
ages, and so future work will need to explore strategies for doing this without alienating subsets 
of youth whose aspirations differ substantially.  
 
Third, the benefits of writing about purpose were not evident among the youngest youth in our 
study. Articulating one’s purpose may be a more difficult task for youth who have not yet 
grappled with questions of identity and aspirations (Hill & Burrow, 2012; Hill, Burrow, & 
Sumner, 2013). Longstanding developmental literature suggests that these explorations may 
not begin in earnest until middle adolescence, and continue through emerging adulthood 
(Erickson, 1968). While our sample size precludes more precise estimation of specific age 
boundaries, our writing task may be ineffective prior to middle adolescence. This may not be 
problematic for programs designed for children and early adolescents who may naturally find 
them more engaging (such as many 4-H programs). Yet for older youth, as illustrated in our 
results, a purpose intervention such as ours might be particularly beneficial insofar that it might 
align with the developmental stage and needs of the youth for whom it is intended (Eccles et 
al., 1993).  
 

Limitations and Conclusion 

It is our hope that noting some of the limitations of this study will be instructive for future 
research. First, while we have emphasized brevity as an important feature of our purpose 
writing task, it is unclear if the effects demonstrated would have been greater if youth were 
given more time to provide their response, or scaffolding was made available (perhaps via adult 
assistance or peer discussion) to help youth think about their purpose more deeply. It is 
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reasonable to expect that the more fully youth have considered their purpose, the more 
connections between it and program content they would perceive, potentially elevating 
engagement. Should it prove fruitful to do so, subsequent work might examine how to help 
youth explicitly connect program content with their purpose. Additionally, while this study has 
provided an important contribution by revealing the impact that this brief writing intervention 
can have on participant engagement in 4-H youth development programs, this study did not 
examine the mechanisms that other researchers (e.g. Yeager et al., 2014) have identified to 
explain the benefits of purpose for youth outcomes. Since our findings demonstrate the 
applicability of this activity for OST programs, we suggest that future researchers test the 
mechanisms by which purpose acts as a resource to promote youth program engagement.  
 
Future studies might also explore the longer-term implications of purpose writing on program 
engagement as we acknowledge that the temporal design of this study is limited to a single 
day, and, therefore, it is unclear how long the observed effect persists. We restricted our 
measurement of engagement to one program session because this was thought to provide the 
richest view into the impact of the intervention. However, many programs are multifaceted and 
expose youth to a diverse array of activities, speakers, or immersion experiences over the 
course of multiple sessions. Nevertheless, conceptually similar work has noted that short-term 
interventions might lead to more long-lasting effects through small adjustments in the way that 
youth construe tasks (Yeager et al., 2014). Through the realization that program content can be 
connected to one’s sense of purpose in life, this brief writing intervention may lead to sustained 
program engagement. However, questions remain as to whether a single dosage of writing 
would be sufficient to influence engagement across multiple days or weeks, or whether 
repeating the task would renew its influence. For longer-term programs such as 4-H clubs or 
after-school programs, providing activities in which youth repeatedly think about their purpose 
(via writing intervention) may facilitate deeper engagement over the course of the program.  
 
Finally, due to sample size limitations, we could not explore whether writing about purpose was 
more beneficial to youth in certain types of programs. The variety of programs offered by 4-H 
provides an excellent opportunity to delineate when and where reflecting on one’s aspirations 
may truly open youth to new experiences and learning opportunities. Several program 
characteristics might significantly influence the effects found here, including whether the 
program allows for self-reflection, like record-book keeping or working on one’s project for 
county fairs, or instead aims to expose youth to new opportunities such as STEM or service-
learning (i.e., creating conditions similar to those observed by Dawes & Larson, 2011, or 
providing unique developmental affordances; Eccles et al., 1993). Ultimately, situating our 
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understanding of program engagement at the crossroads of program characteristics and 
internal characteristics will allow for greater clarity regarding what optimizes youth experiences 
and outcomes. Based on the findings presented here, purpose in life should be considered a 
valuable resource for enhancing the impact of OST programs.  
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