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ABSTRACT

People experience meaning in various ways across different secular and
sacred situations. However, scholars know relatively little about the situational contexts in which meaning occurs. In this article, we first explored the
daily contexts of meaning using data collected by a unique, 2-week experience sampling method through participants’ smartphones. Meaning levels
were highest during religious and spiritual practices, as well as during
traditional work hours. They were also higher with some activities, such as
talking to other people, than other activities, such as playing video games.
Second, we examined how feelings of meaningfulness were related to
sacred states, parsing out which preceded the other. Sacred states, in
which people were aware of God or a higher being, tended to come before
feelings of meaning rather than the reverse. From these analyses, meaning
emerged as richly patterned in everyday life and closely associated with—
and often a consequence of—sacred awareness.

Humans are meaning-making creatures. Canonical scholars in sociology, psychology, and anthropology have articulated how, through involvement in secular, spiritual, and religious cultural social
systems, humans gain a sense of meaningfulness (Ammerman, 2014; Baumeister, 1991; Bender, 2010;
Berger, 1967; Durkheim, 1995; Geertz, 1966; James, 1985; Mead, 1934; Park, 2005; Smith, 2003).1
Over the past several decades, scholarship on meaning—and its benefits—has proliferated in fields
such as psychology, medicine, and aging (Breitbart, Gibson, Poppito, & Berg, 2004; Creel & Tillman,
2008; Hall & Edwards, 2002; Heintzelman & King, 2014b; Idler et al., 2003; Mattis, 2002; Miller &
Thoresen, 2003; Monod et al., 2011; Park, 2005, 2010, 2013; Sorajjakool, Aveling, Thompson, & Earl,
2006; Underwood, 2011; Underwood & Teresi, 2002; Yang, Staps, & Hijmans, 2010).
In this article, we apply a social psychological perspective sensitive to the changing daily contexts
to explore how meaning operates in people’s lives. We examine microlongitudinal data collected by a
smartphone-based experience sampling method study (S-ESM) that surveyed participants twice a
day for 2 weeks (Wright, Blackmon, Carreon, & Knepper, 2017). We examine the situational
experiences of meaning by exploring when and with whom meaningfulness arises in the course of
people’s daily lives. This sheds light on how secular and sacred cultural systems and practices are
related to meaning. From there, we examine the temporal ordering of meaningful and sacred
moments, in which people are aware of God or a higher being, to better understand how they are
causally related. We inquire whether an awareness of God fosters meaning, and whether feelings of
meaning lead to an awareness of God.
CONTACT Jaime Kucinskas
jkucinsk@hamilton.edu
Department of Sociology, Hamilton College, 198 College Hill Road,
Clinton, NY 13323, USA.
Color versions of one or more of the figures in the article can be found online at www.tandfonline.com/hjpr.
1
Although much of the literature examines meaning in people’s lives, the word meaningfulness, which means experiencing
meaning, is a more precise term. We use the two interchangeably in this article, as do many researchers (Rosso et al., 2010).
© 2018 Taylor & Francis
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Meaning as both trait and state
Social theorists of culture and religion argue that we are innately social beings, embedded in cultural
systems that help us make sense of the world and provide meaning in our lives. Peter Berger (1967)
wrote that we impose conceptual order and meaning on our experiences to avoid experiencing a
sense of chaos, meaninglessness, terror, and anomie. Berger argued that people gain order through
what he called a profane nomos—a worldly culture comprising language, norms, and knowledge.
Religion can also provide people with a transcendent sense of meaning through mysterious, powerful
cosmological systems, which Berger called the cosmos. The cosmos, Berger theorized, both includes
and transcends humans: “The sacred cosmos,” he argued, “is confronted by man as an immensely
powerful reality other than himself. Yet, this reality addresses itself to him and locates his life in an
ultimately meaningful order” (p. 26).
Similarly, Christian Smith (2003) suggested that humans are part of moral orders that they believe
in and use to make sense of the world. Smith posited that regardless of whether moral orders are
sacred or profane, people use them to make sense of the world and continually reenact them through
rituals, interactions and institutions:
All of the social practices, relations, and institutions that comprise human social life generally themselves
together dramatize, ritualize, proclaim, and reaffirm the moral order that constitutes social life. Moral order
embodies the sacred story of the society, however profane it appears, and the social actors are believers in the
social congregation. (Smith, 2003, p. 16)

At heart, Smith described humans as believers in the moral orders of which they are a part. As such,
they consume and produce meaning and can experience a sense of meaningfulness when their lives sync
up with what is valued and esteemed in their lives and society. The moral orders that people are
embedded in shape their norms, values, goals, and how they evaluate what is good or bad, right or
wrong, worthy or unworthy (Baumeister, 1991; Pargament, Magyar, & Murray-Swank, 2005; Smith,
2003). When people view their experiences as particularly significant and positive, they can experience a
sense of meaningfulness (Rosso, Dekas, & Wrzesniewski, 2010). Such experiences can positively impact
their physical health and well-being (Holahan, Holahan, & Suzuki, 2008; Park, 2013).
Cultural theorists, as wide ranging as Max Weber (2002), Clifford Geertz (1966), Peter Berger (1967),
Christian Smith (2003), and Roy Baumeister (1991), portray people as finding meaning and its benefits
from the cultural systems of which they are a part, which can be either religious cosmological systems or
profane cultural systems. Within and across profane and sacred moral orders we suspect there is wide
variation in the meaningfulness that people experience in their everyday lives. However, scholarship has
largely focused on general traits of meaning (Monod et al., 2011) across situations, to the neglect of
studying specific states as they vary across situational contexts.
Although sociological theorists (e.g., Berger, 1967; Mead, 1934; Smith, 2003) view meaning as an
innate facet of the social human self, psychological perspectives tend to locate meaning in individuals’ stable, subjective interpretations of their experiences (Baumeister, 1991; Park, 2005; Rosso
et al., 2010). Based on cross-sectional studies (Park, 2010), most psychological scholarship on
meaning treat it as a trait attribute of people, which presumes they perceive meaningfulness in
their lives over long periods. For example, in scholarship on meaning and spirituality, one of the
most common quantitative measures used to access meaning is, “To what extent do you feel
meaning in your life?” (Monod et al., 2011). Although such questions inquire about perceived
meaning, they are more likely to get at generalized perceptions of meaningful experiences, rather
than immediate experiences, or states of mind.

The daily patterning of meaning
In this article, we explore the statelike qualities of meaning as they operate in day-to-day life. We
build upon psychologist Crystal Park’s (2005, 2010, 2013) distinction between global and situational
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meaning. Global meaning—which is composed of individuals’ beliefs, values, goals, and subjective
sense of purpose—is applied by individuals across many situations. By contrast, situational meaning
is used to assess specific events, such as an illness or death. Psychologists Heintzelman and King
(2014a, 2014b) suggested that situational states of meaning contain both typical motivational aspects
of meaning, as tied to a sense of purpose and significance, and an informational component about
one’s environment. People tend to experience higher states of meaning when they sense coherence in
their environment as opposed to when their environment contains chaotic elements that do not
seem to make sense. Yet, as Heinzelman and King (2014b) acknowledged, there is little research on
how meaningfulness arises in mundane, everyday activities and environments.
To further explore situational meaning in people’s everyday lives over a 2-week period, we start
with simple, exploratory questions: Does meaning vary by time of day? Does meaning vary by
activity? Does it vary by whom one is with? By investigating these questions, we can better understand the prevalence and patterning of states of meaning across a variety of situations and contexts.
There are many factors that could influence the temporal patterning of meaning throughout the
day. People experience the broader cultural and social systems they inhabit, in part, through their
daily situations based on what they are doing and who they are with. Given the sociological research
that emphasizes the social and cultural construction of meaning for all people, it’s not a great leap to
assume that different situational contexts—which vary throughout the day—evoke different levels of
meaning. For example, meaning has been linked to work in particular occupations, such as the in the
arts and social services (Ammerman, 2014). Accordingly, work hours may have the highest levels of
meaning. Conversely, it is possible that being home at the beginning and the end of the day, when
one is with loved ones and free to pursue chosen activities, such as spiritual practices—which have
been tied to meaningfulness (Kucinskas, 2014)—is when meaning is the highest.
Because the literature does not inform us enough about within-person variation in meaning to
make specific hypotheses about when meaning will be the highest, we make several general
hypotheses in alignment with the theorization that meaning has statelike qualities, which are
influenced by people’s environment (Heintzelman & King, 2014a; Park, 2013):
H1: Meaning varies by hour of day.
H2: Meaning varies by activity.
H3: Meaning varies by who one is with.
In contrast, if meaning were only a trait, then we would expect no patterning of meaning across
the hours of the day, activities, or social contexts.

The daily interplay between meaning and the sacred
If, in fact, meaning has statelike qualities, this raises interesting possibilities about its connection
with sacred awareness. Despite the long-standing traditions of scholarship across disciplines on
religion and meaning in life, the literature remains unclear on how sacred awareness and meaningfulness are interrelated (Park, 2005). Some studies place meaningfulness as a fundamental
component of sacred states (Ammerman, 2014; Monod et al., 2011), whereas others argue that
religiosity and spirituality are part of a broader construct of meaningfulness (Park, 2013). Many
scholars of religion include meaning as a measure of religiosity and spirituality. In Nancy
Ammerman’s 2014 book Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes: Finding Religion in Everyday Life, some of
her respondents went so far as to suggest that meaning was the essence of spirituality (p. 28). Half of
Ammerman’s respondents used the language of spirituality to describe their meaningful experiences
(p. 26). This occurred even with experiences that did not seem particularly spiritual, such as taking a
warm bath. In addition, meaning is frequently included in spirituality scales (Monod et al., 2011).
The popular Spiritual Well-Being Scale (Davis, Kerr, & Kurpius, 2003; Ellison & Smith, 1991), for
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example, includes two dimensions of spiritual well-being: (a) religious well-being refers to the state
of one’s relationship with God, whereas (b) existential well-being indicates one’s sense of purpose
and life satisfaction, without referring to a sacred source (Davis et al., 2003; Ellison, 1983).
Religious and spiritual states can also be incorporated into the concept of meaning (Park, 2013),
or meaning can occur without references to the sacred at all (Delbridge, Headey, & Wearing, 1994).
For example, engaging in growth-oriented activities, such as being more authentic with others,
expressing one’s feelings, or attaining one’s potential at work, may be meaningful (Kashdan & Steger,
2007) but not necessarily a sacred experience.
Other studies portray religion and spirituality as particularly powerful influences that lead to an
increased sense of meaning (Davidson & Caddell, 1994; Dik, Duffy, & Eldridge, 2009; Lips-Wiersma,
2002; Pargament et al., 2005; Steger et al., 2010). Decades of scholarship on religion and spirituality
suggest that people who are religious, and in particular people who practice religion in groups (see
also Durkheim, 1995), will have higher levels of meaning than others (e.g., Ammerman, 2014;
Berger, 1967; Wilkins, 2008). Scholarship on the elderly and others experiencing adversity and
stressful life events, such as chronic illness, suggests that religion and spirituality can provide a
source of meaning to the religious and nonreligious alike (Breitbart et al., 2004; Lowry, 2002; Yang
et al., 2010).
Still other studies portray meaning as affecting religiosity and spirituality. During trying times,
which can cause crises of meaning, people may seek out religion in order to cope (Baumeister, 1991;
Creel & Tillman, 2008; Lowry, 2002; Mattis, 2002; Sorajjakool et al., 2006; Yang et al., 2010). These
studies show how rapid drops in meaning can affect one’s religiosity, leading people to seek out
religion or spirituality as a coping mechanism in new forms of meaning making (Creel & Tillman,
2008; Lowry, 2002; Mattis, 2002; McIntosh, Silver, & Wortman, 1993; Pargament, 1997; Sorajjakool
et al., 2006; Yang et al., 2010).
The potentially complex interplay between religion and meaning can also be seen in how they
occur in the workplace. Meaning may arise in the workplace in varying ways, depending on how
employees view their work. People can view their jobs as a sacred calling, a career, or a job
(Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 1997). Religious and spiritual people are more
likely to view their jobs as callings and consequently experience a sense of both the sacred and
meaningfulness while at work, which then reinforces their faith commitments (Davidson &
Caddell, 1994; Dik et al., 2009; Lips-Wiersma, 2002; Steger et al., 2010). By contrast, those in
careers with the potential for upward mobility may view their occupation as meaningful but not
sacred.
Or, people working in jobs for the primary purpose of making money to subsist may experience a
secular causal cycle in which their work lacks both meaning and sacred experience. The lacking sense
of deeper meaning for their work may then reinforce the notion that their work is just a job.
Previous research portrays the connection between meaning and religion as causally complex.
From this, we expect a reciprocal causal relationship:
H4: We expect that meaning increases sacred awareness, and sacred awareness increases meaning.

Data and methods
The ideas just discussed concern the daily patterning of meaning as well as its relationship with
sacred awareness during the course of the day. Testing these ideas requires microlongitudinal data.
Such data were collected in the SoulPulse study, which ran from 2014 to 2016. The study used a
smartphone-based, experience sampling method (S-ESM; Wright et al., 2017). This type of data
collection was built upon traditional ESM studies in psychology, which relied on beepers and diaries
(e.g., Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 2014; Larson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1983), by using participants’
smartphones to survey them at random times throughout the day about what was occurring at the
moment of the survey (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010).

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL FOR THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

5

ESM studies, also called daily diary studies, have some unique advantages over traditional crosssectional surveys, long-term longitudinal surveys, and interviews (Wright et al., 2017). ESM data
collection measures what participants are doing, feeling, and thinking in the moment rather than
having them recall past events or estimate average levels of an experience. Survey questions referred
to the moment that participants received the survey (e.g., “At this moment, are you . . .”) or the
recent past (e.g., “In the last hour, have you . . .”). This minimizes the impact of recall bias that occurs
when people report their behavior retrospectively. By collecting information about what is going on
in the moment, ESM data provide rawer, less filtered reporting; this contrasts with methods such as
in-depth interviewing, in which participants make sense of their experiences through discursive
thought and by organizing them into a narrative form (Vaisey, 2009). Last, and of special relevance
to this study, ESM allows for the analysis of participants’ varying experiences, and how they are
linked to particular circumstances and situations, over the course of the day (Kucinskas, Wright,
Ray, & Ortberg, 2017; Park, Wright, Pais, & Ray, 2016).
Using smartphone technology, S-ESM makes ESM research more feasible with large, widespread
samples. S-ESM is good for collecting large samples because once the initial software is in place to
use, there are minimal additional charges for surveying more respondents; the only remaining costs
are texting charges. Thus, surveying 1,000 respondents costs little more than 100 respondents.
S-ESM allows data collection across broad, geographic distances as the researcher does not need
to meet in person with the participant.
There are drawbacks to S-ESM. SoulPulse is not a representative sample of Americans. To sign up
for SoulPulse, participants needed a smartphone. An estimated 62% of American adults own
smartphones (Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2013). People more likely to own a smartphone include people in urban and suburban areas, as well as well-educated young people (Pew
Internet and American Life Project, 2014). People less likely to own a smartphone include women,
introverted people, and people with mental illness (Lane & Manner, 2011; Miller, 2012).
SoulPulse participants learned about the study through various kinds of publicity and via word of
mouth. The study was covered by mainstream media, such as an Associated Press story that ran in
dozens of newspapers and an article in New Yorker magazine. The study also had its own Facebook
page and Twitter account, and it was featured in various blogs and other social media outlets. To
facilitate word-of-mouth recruitment, SoulPulse provided links for participants to share with their
friends.
To participate in SoulPulse, people had to be at least 18 years old and have a smartphone. They
signed up for it on the SoulPulse website, SoulPulse.org. After signing up, they took an intake survey
that measured their demographic characteristics as well as baseline levels of their religious and
spiritual experiences, social-psychological characteristics, and physical health. Once participants
finished the intake survey, they immediately were texted through their smartphone a link to their
first daily survey. When they clicked on the link, a short survey of 15 to 25 questions appeared.
The study lasted 2 weeks, with participants receiving two surveys each day for a total of 28 surveys
per participant. The surveys arrived at random times during participants’ waking hours. Participants
were instructed to respond to the daily survey as soon as they received it. However, if they were not
able to (e.g., they were driving or performing surgery), they were told to remember the moment that
they received the survey and then answer it based on the initial moment, when they could safely do
so. Once they had finished the study, participants received a computer-generated report that
graphically summarized their spiritual and religious experiences over the prior 2 weeks. This report
incentivized participating in the study.
The data analyzed in this article come from 3,048 people in the United States who signed up for
SoulPulse, completed the intake, and received at least one daily survey. For the 3,048 participants, a
total of 85,344 daily surveys were scheduled to be sent (i.e., 3,048 × 28); however, only 78,699 (92%)
were actually sent because some participants withdrew at some point in the study. Of the 78,699
surveys actually sent, participants filled out 59,144 (75%) of them.
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Although not a representative sample, SoulPulse includes participants from all 50 states, roughly
following the national geographic distribution of population, with a slight underrepresentation in the
South. Compared to the national population, SoulPulse participants are disproportionately female
(61%) and include a lower proportion of Blacks (3%). They are well educated (36% have a graduate
education) and mostly Protestant (71%). Participants include Republicans (39%), Democrats (33%),
and Independents (27%). They are slightly older than adults in the general population (Mdn
age = 44 years old) as well as wealthier (Mdn annual household income = $80,000). For more
information on the descriptive statistics of our data, see Table A1 in the appendix.
This article examines the empirical relationship between two variables: meaning and sacred
awareness. To measure meaning, participants reported their feelings of meaning at the moment
they received the survey in response to the statement, “My life feels meaningful right now.”
Participants moved a marker up and down a sliding scale, anchored on the left side with the
words not at all and on the right by very much to indicate their level of meaningful experience in
the moment. The range for this variable was 1 to 100. The median response level was 73, indicating
considerable meaningfulness in their experiences. This finding, which contributes to questions of
whether meaningful life experiences are relatively rare or prevalent in human experience, suggests
the latter—that meaningful experience is fairly commonplace. Furthermore, people on average tend
to have “pretty meaningful” lives; this aligns with Heinztelman and King’s (2014b) review of average
rates of meaningfulness in people’s lives.2
To access sacred states, participants were asked for the “God Aware” variable to report their
awareness of God, a higher power, or whatever is holy to them at the moment they received the daily
survey. A similar sliding scale was used to measure how much they agreed with the statement, “I am
aware of God at this moment.” Because not all participants believed in God, the survey instructions
included the following statement: “In this survey, we use traditional religious language in referring to
‘God.’ However, if this does not fit with your belief system, please substitute another word that calls
to mind the divine or holy for you.”3 This instruction was adapted from an introductory statement
used when administering the Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (Underwood, 2011). The observed
range of this variable was also from 1 (not at all) to 100 (very much). The median response level was
69, indicating some but not complete awareness of God much of the time.
SoulPulse was designed as an omnibus survey covering multiple topics. As such, not all questions
were included on each survey; instead, the 20–25 questions on each daily survey were randomly
drawn at varying frequencies from a larger pool of 120 questions. The variable “God aware” was
included on a majority of the surveys (75%), whereas the variable “meaning” was included on fewer
surveys (17%). Our analyses examine those surveys in which God aware and meaning were measured
on the same survey or, in the case of lagged analyses, adjacent surveys.
We investigate the interplay between awareness of God and feelings of meaning using mixedeffects multilevel regression models. This approach decomposes an observed effect into two components: a within-person effect (L1) and between-person effect (L2). To measure these two effects, we
first calculated an overall mean of God aware and meaning for each person across their daily surveys.
Then, for each observation of these variables, we created a deviation score that subtracted the
person’s mean of that variable from that particular observation. In the regression equations, we
included both the person-means and the observation-deviations in the equations to calculate the
between-person and within-person effects (McCrae et al., 2008). We estimate random intercept
2

We expect that the skewed distribution of this variable has little impact on our analyses because our analyses examine deviations
from participants’ average score. Thus, it does not matter whether a participant has a high or low average score on meaning
across surveys. Rather, it matters how much they deviate in a given survey from their average score. The same principle holds for
God awareness.
3
As worded, this measure can be interpreted as capturing both religious and spiritual states. Thus, we conceptualize it as assessing
the more general condition of sacred states, in keeping with Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005; cf. Streib & Hood, 2016).
4
Additional models, which control for religious denomination, political affiliation, race and ethnicity, gender, education, age,
income, and whether respondents had kids in their home, produce similar findings.
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equations without controls that include both within-person and between-person effects.4 The
equations take the following form:
yij ¼ b0 þ b1 ðxij  xj Þ þ
|ﬄﬄﬄﬄﬄﬄﬄ{zﬄﬄﬄﬄﬄﬄﬄ}
within effects

b2 ðxj Þ
|ﬄﬄ{zﬄﬄ}
between effects

þ uj þ eij :
|ﬄﬄﬄ{zﬄﬄﬄ}
random effects

The within-person effects access the importance of immediate “in the moment” feelings, whereas
between-person effects indicate the importance of ongoing, more stable characteristics of the person.

Results
The daily patterning of meaning
We start with descriptive analyses of the patterning of meaning by time, activity, and who one is
with. In support of H1, meaningful experience varies by time of day. Figure 1 plots the average
within-person deviation scores of meaning by each hour of the day, from 6 a.m. to midnight. In the
early morning (6 a.m.–8 a.m.), participants have low levels of meaningfulness, with the lowest score
of the day recorded at 6 a.m. By 9 a.m., participants experience an increase in meaningfulness that
remains generally high until near the end of the traditional workday. After 5 p.m., meaningfulness
starts to decline steadily until 11 p.m. These findings indicate that people tend to experience more
meaning when they are in the midst of their daily activity than when they are at rest at the beginning
or end of the day.
As predicted in H2, meaning also varies a great deal by activity. Figure 2 plots meaningful experience
by activity. The x-axis presents the average person-mean of meaningfulness for people while doing each
activity, with higher scores of meaning on the right. The y-axis presents average within-person deviation
scores associated with each activity, with higher scores toward the top of the graph. To illustrate how to
interpret the graph, consider the case of listening to the news, which is located in the middle of the right
side of the graph at 71.5, −.5. Because listening to the news is on the right side of the graph, participants
who engaged in this activity most often had higher overall levels of meaning than participants who did
not report listening to the news. Thus, the ongoing habit of listening to the news is positively associated

Figure 1. Within-person deviation of meaning by hour of the day.
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Figure 2. Deviations and averages of meaning by activity.

with overall levels of meaning. However, listening to the news is also located slightly below the x-axis in
the bottom half of the graph. This means that when people were listening to the news, they had a slightly
depressed sense of meaning as compared to when they were not listening to the news. The state of
listening to the news is negatively associated with meaning. Thus, the habit and state effects of listening
to the news had different impacts with opposing valences. By contrast, playing video games is located in
the lower left quadrant. This means that people who play video games most often have a lower overall
sense of meaning, and the act of playing a video game is also associated with a lower sense of meaning.
Additional analyses, shown in Table A2 in the appendix, test the significance of the effects of 24
activities, measured by within-person and between-person variation, on meaningfulness using
multilevel models. Religious and spiritual activities such as praying, worshipping, and meditating
are strongly and significantly related to meaningful experiences in the moment and when done
regularly. This suggests that religious and spiritual practices do indeed foster a great deal of meaningfulness in people’s lives.
As shown in Figure 2, people talking at the moment surveyed, as well as people who reported
frequently talking with others, experience significantly more meaningfulness as well. Although we do
not know what these people discussed, which we suspect influences one’s sense of meaning, we
expect that people who talk about things that matter the most to them (such as their religion; values;
passions; spiritual experience; or, if important to them, their work) will be particularly likely to
experience meaning as a result of talking with others. Talking in the moment has also been
associated with having greater sacred awareness (Kucinskas et al., 2017).
Interestingly, people at work (including those working on their computer) have significantly more
meaningfulness than those not working. Yet compared to others, those who work a lot are not
significantly more likely to have meaningful experience.5 So although work may provide a burst of
meaning in the moment for employees, these effects do not accumulate over time when a lot of time
is invested in work.
Those engaged in play and listening to music in the moment also experience significantly more
meaning. Listening to music in the moment has been tied to sacred awareness as well (Kucinskas et
al., 2017). Our findings, in conjunction with others, such as Ammerman’s (2014) book, lend
credence for engaging in creative pursuits, such as play, listening to music, and the arts; we suspect
they are all particularly likely to produce meaningfulness and a sense of the sacred.
5

By contrast, (Kucinskas et al., 2017) found that both within- and between-person variations in work was significantly negatively
related to sacred awareness.
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By contrast, doing other leisurely activities such as resting (in the moment or habitually) or
relaxing (regularly) is significantly negatively related to meaningful experience. In addition, using
certain technologies, such as watching television or playing video games, is strongly negatively
associated with a sense of meaning both in the moment and over time. Playing video games often
is particularly linked to much lower levels of meaning than experienced by others doing alternative
activities. Watching television and playing video games have been tied to lower levels of sacred
awareness as well (Kucinskas et al., 2017).
It is possible that resting, relaxing, watching television, and playing video games are often done with
minimal active cognitive engagement, or done alone rather than with others, leading to lower levels of
meaning. Several other activities that might make one feel more connected to one’s community—such as
regularly listening to the news or taking care of oneself or others (such as frequent food preparation)—
were strongly and significantly tied to high levels of meaning in one’s life.
In accordance with H3, we found some variance in levels of meaning based on with whom one
spends time. Figure 3 shows levels of meaning based on whom one is with. Although it appears that
spending time with most people in the moment is related to higher levels of meaning, supplemental
analyses using multilevel models (shown in the appendix in Table A3) suggest that only those who
tend to spend time with their partners are significantly more likely to have more meaningfulness in
their lives. In a striking twist, those who spend time with their parents regularly report significantly
less meaning. Although this finding may resonate with some people, it raises a number of questions
about why people’s relationships with their parents are so bereft of meaning.
The interplay between meaning and spiritual awareness
Now we turn to the relationship between meaning and sacred awareness. Table 1 presents the withinperson correlations between meaning and God aware, measured in the same wave (Si), lagged one wave
apart on the same day (Si-1, same day), and lagged one wave apart on separate days (Si-1, previous day). When
meaning and God awareness are measured in the same period, Si, the within-person deviation scores are
correlated at r = .30. When meaning is measured earlier in the same day, the correlation remains
significant but decreases substantially to r = .07. When meaning is measured the previous day, the
correlation becomes almost nonexistent (r = .03).
A similar pattern is observed when measuring spiritual awareness before meaning. When God
awareness is measured earlier in the same day, the correlation remains significant but drops from
r = .30 to r = .09. When awareness of God is measured in the previous day, the correlation is slightly

Figure 3. Deviations and averages of meaning by who the participant was with.
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Table 1. Correlation between within-person change in meaning and God awareness.
Meaning, Si
Meaning, Si-1
Meaning, Si-1,

previous day

God Awareness, Si
God Awareness, Si-1
God Awareness, Si-1,

previous day

Meaning, Si
1.00
(13,711)
.16***
(2,750)
.05†
(1,366)
.30***
(13,581)
.09***
(11,696)
.07***
(5,983)

God Awareness, Si
.30***
(13,581)
.07***
(11,285)
.03*
(5,580)
1.00***
(59,014)
.17***
(49,331)
.13***
(24,846)

Note. Cells present correlation coefficient and sample size (in parentheses). Subscript i means the time of
survey; i-1 means the previous survey.
*p < .05; ***p < .001; †p < .10. Two-tailed significance tests used.

reduced to r = .07. These findings suggest that the effect of sacred awareness on meaning deplete at a
slower rate than the effect of meaning on sacred awareness.

Cross-lagged structural equation model
Next, we test the reciprocal relationship between meaning and God aware by estimating a crosslagged structural equation model. Given the structure of the data, summary statistics were used to
input data from the model rather than raw data. We did this by separately estimating the correlations between all the variables, as well as their means and variances. The average sample size for
these correlations was 3,048. Figure 4 presents the results using standardized coefficients.
In the cross-lagged model, the lagged effect of awareness of God on meaning is statistically
significant at a .001 level, with a lagged effect of b = .122. Meanwhile, the lagged effect of meaning on
God awareness is b = .008 and not significant; this fails to support our prediction from H4. Results
from the cross-lagged model provide further evidence to suggest that sacred awareness has a longerlasting effect on meaning than meaning does on sacred awareness. However, the results from the
cross-lagged model do not take into account the multilevel structure of the data, and thus does not
disentangle the within- and between-person effects of the activities and situations.

Figure 4. Cross-lagged model, standardized coefficients.

Multilevel models
To test the within- and between-person effects, Table 2 presents the results from six multilevel
models. The three models summarized in Panel A use God awareness as the dependent variable,
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Table 2. Multilevel equations predicting God awareness and meaning.
Equation
Panel A: Dependent Variable = God Awareness
1
2
3
Panel B: Dependent Variable = Meaning
4
5
6

Predictor Variable
Meaning, Si
Meaning, Si-1
Meaning, Si-1,

previous day

God Awareness, Si
God Awareness, Si-1
God Awareness, Si-1,

previous day

Within-Person

Between-Person

n

.315 (28.7)
.084 (4.59)
.038 (2.37)

.634 (28.2)
.536 (21.42)
.518 (20.80)

13,573
5,705
5,580

.369 (29.84)
.126 (6.25)
.092 (5.14)

.357 (27.30)
.341 (21.44)
.350 (4.16)

13,573
5,713
5,983

Note. Cells present unstandardized coefficients (z scores in parentheses). Subscript i means the time of survey; i-1 means the
previous survey.

measured at survey Si. The equations in Panel B use meaning, measured at survey Si, as the
dependent variable.6
The results in Panel A show that within-person and between-person changes in meaning
significantly predict God awareness when both are measured at the same survey (b = .315 and
b = .634, respectively). Between-person differences in meaning have a much stronger impact on God
awareness than within-person fluctuations. Effect sizes decrease noticeably when meaning is measured in the prior survey for both within-person (b = .084) and between-person (b = .536) changes.
The effects decrease further when meaning is measured in the prior survey the day before (b = .038
and b = .518, respectively). However, meaning remains significant in all models.
Similarly, in Panel B, changes in God awareness best predict one’s current presence of meaning
when both are measured in the same survey. However, the effects of within-person awareness of God
are slightly greater than the between-person effects on meaningful experience (b = .369 for withinperson variation and b = .357 for between-person variation), in contrast to the prior analyses in
Panel A. In addition, in Panel B there is a less noticeable drop-off when God awareness is measured
in the previous survey. The effect size of within-person changes in God awareness is significant but
not as strong a predictor when measured in the prior survey (b = .126) and the prior survey the day
before (b = .092). The effects of between-person variation of awareness of God on meaning drop off
more slowly in the prior survey (b = .341), and in the prior survey on the previous day (b = .350).
Overall, the effects of God awareness on meaning deplete at a slower rate than the effects of meaning
on God awareness.

Discussion
In this article we used survey data collected through smartphones to examine when and where
meaning arises in people’s day-to-day lives. Although our findings can be generalized only to
smartphone users, they take a step forward in laying out a broad map of when and where meaningful
states and traits occur based on people’s reports in real time as they go about their day.
In terms of time, people have the most meaningful experiences in the midst of their daily
activities, from 9 a.m. until the workday ends at about 5 p.m. People at work (or working on their
computers) experienced more meaningfulness than in moments not at work. This likely occurred
because work can be (but is not always) a vehicle for various kinds of self-maintenance and
development: work can be a means of self-actualization, material sustenance, structure/order, and
social time with others. It can also provide a sense of identity and grant the opportunity to
contribute to larger social goals (Harding, Phillips, & Fogarty, 1986; Jahoda, 1981, 1982; Ros,
Schwartz, & Surkiss, 1999). All of these effects can contribute to a sense of meaningfulness.
Interestingly, even with longer work hours in the United States than a decade ago and compared
to counterparts in other developed countries, and with arguably increased expectations and stress for
6

All models include a control variable for which number survey was used for the data collection (ranging from 1 to 28).
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many roles (Isadore & Luhby, 2015; Reich, 2008), a sense of meaningfulness was experienced from
working in the moment for most participants. This could be because work provides a structured,
fairly stable, cohesive environment, which intrinsically makes sense and provides order in people’s
lives (Heintzelman & King, 2014a). However, meaningful benefits from work did not accrue over
time: people who worked a lot did not have more meaningfulness than those who worked fewer
hours. This could be because high levels of work took away time from other activities that did accrue
more meaningfulness over time, such as spiritual practices or spending time talking with others.
In terms of activities, people who are engaged in religious and spiritual practices, including
praying, worshipping, and meditating (both in the moment and habitually), are by far the most likely
to experience high levels of meaningfulness in their lives. This affirms theories that religious
practices in this sense work: as suggested by religion scholars (e.g. Kucinskas, 2014; Cite;Berger,
1967), the practices provide people with a sense of meaning.
People who talked with others, both in the moment and regularly, also experienced high levels of
meaning. In addition, people who regularly cooked and listened to the news, which, respectively,
may be related to caring for the self and others and to a sense of being part of a larger community,
tended to have more meaning in their lives. These findings align with scholarship suggesting that
personal coping skills and engagement with others (social support) have a variety of beneficial health
effects (Pearlin, 1989), including contributing to a sense of meaning (Krause, 2007). However, whom
one spends time with matters; people who spent more time with partners tended to have more
meaning in their lives, whereas those who spent considerable time with parents had far lower levels
of meaning than others.
Doing a wide range of active activities, including working, playing, and listening to music in the
moment, was tied to increased levels of meaning. By contrast, doing less involved, less creative
activities in the moment and regularly, such as watching television, playing video games, and resting,
were associated with lower levels of meaning. People who spent considerable time relaxing also had
low levels of meaning.
There are many directions that future research could take to further examine the contexts in
which meaningful states and traits occur. We need a better theoretical understanding of whether
meaning experienced in the moment, as opposed to over longer periods, is qualitatively different.
Does meaning resulting from more spontaneous states tied to excitement, play, and creative
expression in the moment have alternative benefits than a more generalized sense of meaningfulness
in one’s life (as a trait)? Do such experiences of meaningfulness tend to occur at different points in
time or over the life course? Such studies should build upon the more specific literatures on values,
participation, and activities in various kinds of organizations, such as work, schools, nonprofits,
religious and spiritual groups, and other social groups (e.g., Harding et al., 1986; Jahoda, 1981, 1982;
Ros et al., 1999; Thoits, 2012). To what extent does social support from similar others prolong the
meaningfulness experienced (Thoits, 2012; Thoits, Hohmann, Harvey, & Fletcher, 2000)? Do people
who have cultivated high levels of sacred awareness through groups have different patterns of
meaningful experience than people in such groups with lower levels of sacred states, or compared
to people who are not members of religious groups?
Future research should also use more specific measures than were available in our data. Including
more specific measures of religious and spiritual states would enable scholars to better disentangle
which dimensions of sacred experiences are most related to meaningful experiences.
Likewise, identifying more dimensions of meaningful states (e.g., intrinsic or extrinsic meaning,
personal or social ends, etc.) would allow us to better understand which activities contribute to
within-person and between-person variation in different kinds of meaning, and the distinct benefits
of each kind of meaning experienced. Furthermore, which kinds of meaning lead to short-term
versus lasting experiences of meaningfulness?
After examining the daily patterning of meaning, we further examined its microlongitudinal
relationship with God awareness in an effort to parse out meaning from sacred states. Given the
many relationships between the two phenomena depicted in prior research (Ammerman, 2014;
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Davidson & Caddell, 1994; Dik et al., 2009; Monod et al., 2011), we examined which tended to come
first and undergird the other. Based on our various models, we concluded that sacred states, as
measured by an awareness of God, tends to occur with and prolong experiences of meaning. By
contrast, the effect of meaning on sacred awareness was less robust.
It is important to note that our study lends credence to claims made by social theorists of religion
and religious practitioners alike: spiritual and religious practice fosters a sense of meaningfulness in
people’s lives. However, various other activities also are associated with meaningful experience, such
as creative, fun pursuits such as play and listening to music, as well as more disciplined active
activities such as work. Less cognitively demanding activities, such as resting, watching television,
and playing video games, are tied to lower levels of meaningfulness. Future research should examine
qualitatively and quantitatively whether sacred and secular manifestations of meaningfulness have
different effects on a range of different outcomes, including health and life satisfaction. Qualitative
scholarship in particular can examine how the communities one is embedded in and in conversation
with shape how people understand meaningfulness in their lives and its subsequent effects.
Moreover, our findings demonstrate that more clarity and precision is needed in future research
on meaning and its relationship with spiritual and religious experience.
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Appendix
Table A1. Descriptive statistics of soulpulse data.
Age
Male
Married
Has at least one child
Race
White
Black
Asian
Mixed/Other
Highest grade completed
Less than high school
High school
Some college
Bachelor’s
Master’s or higher
Annual household income
Less than $25,000
$25,000–$50,000
$50,001–$100,000
$100,001–$200,000
More than $200,000
Religion
Believes in God
Protestant
Catholic
Other religion
No religion
Political affiliation
Republican
Independent
Democrat

M
43.69
0.39
0.61
0.64

SD
14.69
0.49
0.49
0.48

Min.
14
0
0
0

Max.
85
1
1
1

0.79
0.03
0.05
0.13

0.41
0.18
0.21
0.34

0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1

0.02
0.07
0.22
0.34
0.36

0.12
0.25
0.41
0.47
0.48

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1

0.12
0.17
0.37
0.26
0.08

0.33
0.37
0.48
0.44
0.27

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1

0.82
0.71
0.07
0.14
0.07

0.39
0.45
0.26
0.35
0.26

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1

0.39
0.27
0.33

0.49
0.45
0.47

0
0
0

1
1
1
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Table A2. Multilevel models regressing daily activities on meaning.
Zero-Order Models-Disentangled
(24 Equations)
2. Zero-Order Models
(24 Equations)

3. WithinEffect

4. BetweenEffect

.77
(.54)
−.62
(.96)
1.26
(.73)

1.21**
(.45)
−.65
(.96)
1.85**
(.67)

1.32**
(.46)
−.34
(.98)
1.82**
(.69)

−.65
(1.86)
−7.06
(4.51)
2.26
(2.73)

−.62
(.70)
−.21
(1.02)
1.47
(.84)
1.05
(.77)
−1.31
(.98)
.76
(.67)

−.32
(.68)
−.20
(1.02)
1.80*
(.82)
2.04**
(.75)
−1.69
(.98)
1.19
(.66)

−.45
(.69)
−.29
(1.03)
1.34
(.83)
2.08
(.80)
−1.81
(.99)
1.29
(.67)

.73
(.77)
4.92***
(1.27)
−2.03***
(.56)
−8.46***
(2.06)
2.41**
(.81)
−1.07
(1.31)
−.08
(.54)
.78
(1.40)
−1.07
(1.55)
−3.98***
(.76)
6.28***
(.89)
3.53***
(.51)
.77
(.76)
−.70
(.65)
11,477

.88
(.74)
2.34*
(1.02)
−2.63***
(.54)
−4.47**
(1.67)
3.59***
(.80)
−1.47
(1.32)
−1.09*
(.52)
1.06
(1.39)
−.76
(1.55)
−4.96***
(.74)
6.34***
(.88)
3.86***
(.50)
.93
(.75)
−.91
(.65)
11,477

.96
(.75)
2.77**
(1.04)
−2.43***
(.55)
−3.53*
(1.71)
3.52***
(.83)
−2.62
(1.35)
−.80
(.53)
.98
(1.41)
−.80
(1.57)
−4.45***
(.75)
5.24***
(.90)
3.63***
(.51)
.77
(.77)
−.72
(.67)
11,477

What Are You Doing Right Now? 1. Multivariate Model (1 Equation)
Work
Work
Work break
Work computer
Domestic activities
Housework
Shopping
Food preparation
Childcare
Grooming
Eating
Leisure activities
Travel
Playing
Television
Video games
Music
News
Relaxing
Exercising
Walking
Resting
Praying
Talking
Reading
Other computer
N

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. Two-tailed significance tests used.

2.61
(3.29)
3.05
(6.23)
17.01***
(4.78)
2.01
(2.32)
3.00
(6.09)
−1.87
(3.77)
−1.37
(3.93)
−8.75
(5.42)
−6.66**
(2.48)
−24.12**
(7.78)
4.69
(3.59)
20.54***
(5.87)
−6.86**
(2.36)
4.12
(8.42)
.94
(9.50)
−20.29***
(4.05)
28.87***
(4.12)
9.12***
(2.29)
3.99
(3.44)
−3.24
(2.39)
11,477
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Table A3. Multilevel models regressing awareness of God on whom one is with.
3. Zero-Order ModelsDisentangled
(9 Equations)
Who Are You With? 1. Multivariate Model (1 Equation) 2. Zero-Order Models (9 Equations) Within-Effect
Partner
Children
Parent
Friends
Acquaintances
Coworkers
Customers
Boss
Stranger
N

2.47*
(1.12)
2.72*
(1.13)
−3.94
(2.04)
1.40
(1.46)
2.56
(2.38)
2.05
(1.54)
−1.21
(2.56)
3.32
(3.76)
−.20
(2.58)
2,135

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. Two-tailed significance tests used.

1.87*
(.95)
2.22*
(1.06)
−4.75*
(2.00)
.712
(1.34)
2.76
(2.23)
.12
(1.28)
−2.09
(2.50)
3.46
(3.68)
−.35
(2.48)
2,135

−.10
(1.25)
1.61
(1.47)
−1.72
(2.72)
1.31
(1.71)
4.25
(2.74)
1.15
(1.58)
−2.18
(2.90)
1.62
(4.60)
.87
(2.93)
2,135

Between-Effect
4.59**
(1.46)
2.91
(1.53)
−8.31**
(2.94)
−.23
(2.14)
−.24
(4.13)
−1.82
(2.17)
−1.52
(4.52)
8.98
(7.07)
−3.11
(4.44)
2.135

