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Abstract

The study investigates the relationship between psychological distress and purpose in life
among older adults, along with gender differences in these variables. The sample consists of
80 older adults aged 65 to 79 years, selected from various parts of Kerala, primarily Palakkad,
using a purposive sampling method to ensure equal representation of genders and minimize
bias. The participants include 40 males and 40 females. Results reveal a significant negative
correlation between purpose in life and psychological distress, indicating that higher purpose
in life is associated with lower psychological distress. Furthermore, a t-test analysis shows no
significant gender difference in purpose in life, suggesting similar perceptions of life purpose
among male and female participants. However, a significant gender difference is observed in
psychological distress, with females reporting higher levels of distress than males. These
findings highlight the protective role of purpose in life against psychological distress and the
need for gender-sensitive interventions to support older adults' mental well-being.
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Introduction

Aging is an inevitable process accompanied by a range of physical, psychological, and social
changes. Older adults often face transitions such as retirement, loss of loved ones, health
challenges, and shifts in social roles, all of which can significantly affect their mental well-
being. Amid these challenges, the concept of "purpose in life" has gained considerable attention
as a potential buffer against psychological distress. Purpose in life is defined as the sense of
meaning, direction, and intentionality that gives life coherence and motivates individuals to

pursue goals.(Celano et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2021) It serves as a fundamental component of
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psychological well-being and has been linked to various positive outcomes, including reduced
risk of depression, anxiety, and stress.

Psychological distress, on the other hand, is a state characterized by symptoms of emotional
suffering, such as sadness, anxiety, and irritability, which often result from adverse life
circumstances It is prevalent among older adults, particularly due to factors such as chronic
illness, social isolation, and decreased physical functioning. Research highlights that
psychological distress not only diminishes quality of life but also poses risks for cognitive
decline and physical health deterioration (Bonanno et al., 2015) Understanding the interplay
between purpose in life and psychological distress in older adults is essential for developing
interventions that enhance their mental health and overall well-being.

The global population is rapidly aging, with older adults representing a significant proportion
of society This demographic shift underscores the importance of addressing the mental health
needs of older individuals.(Cacioppo et al., 2015) While advancements in healthcare have
extended life expectancy, they have also exposed older adults to prolonged periods of
psychological vulnerability. Studies reveal that psychological distress among older adults is a
growing concern, contributing to a diminished sense of fulfillment and increased risk of
comorbid conditions such as cardiovascular diseases and diabetes (Aldwin & Igarashi, 2015;
Boylan et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2016)

In this context, purpose in life emerges as a vital psychological construct that may act as a
protective factor against the adverse effects of aging. Research indicates that older adults with
a strong sense of purpose are better equipped to cope with life's challenges, maintain social
connections, and engage in health-promoting behaviors. For instance, individuals with a clear
purpose may exhibit lower levels of depression and anxiety, as their sense of direction provides
a buffer against feelings of hopelessness and uncertainty (Asharani et al., 2022; Pfund, 2020)

Despite the established benefits of purpose in life, its relationship with psychological distress
in older adults remains underexplored, particularly in diverse cultural and socio-economic
contexts. Most studies have focused on younger populations or examined related constructs
such as resilience and optimism. There is a need to examine how purpose in life operates in the
later stages of life, where existential concerns and the search for meaning often take center
stage(Alonso et al., 2023; Crowther et al., 2002)

Understanding the relationship between purpose in life and psychological distress among older
adults holds immense significance, both theoretically and practically. As the global population

ages, there is a growing recognition of the need to address the mental health challenges faced
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by older individuals. Psychological distress, including symptoms of depression, anxiety, and
emotional strain, is particularly prevalent in this age group due to factors such as chronic health
conditions, social isolation, bereavement, and a sense of role loss.(Dewitte & Dezutter, 2021;
Diener et al., 1999; Golovchanova et al., 2021) These challenges not only compromise the
quality of life but also exacerbate physical health problems and increase healthcare costs.
Against this backdrop, examining how purpose in life can serve as a protective factor is critical
for promoting mental health and enhancing the overall well-being of older adults.
Theoretically, this study contributes to the expanding body of research on aging and
psychological well-being by exploring how purpose in life, a key dimension of positive
psychology, influences mental health outcomes in later life. While extensive research has
linked purpose in life to positive outcomes such as resilience and life satisfaction, there is a
need to delve deeper into its specific role in reducing psychological distress among older adults.
The findings from this study can refine existing theoretical models by identifying the
mechanisms through which purpose mitigates distress, such as fostering adaptive coping
strategies, enhancing social connections, and improving emotional regulation.

By exploring the protective effects of purpose in life on psychological distress, the study not
only advances academic knowledge but also provides actionable insights for improving the
mental health and quality of life of older adults. As such, it aligns with global efforts to promote
healthy and active aging in an increasingly older world population

Objectives

1. To find out the relationship between psychological distress and purpose in life among
older adults.

2. To find out the significant difference in psychological distress among male and female
older adults.

3. To find out the significant difference in purpose in life among male and female older

adults.

Hypotheses

1. Hypothesis 1 (Hi):
There is a significant relationship between psychological distress and purpose in life
among older adults.

2. Hypothesis 2 (H2):
There is a significant difference in psychological distress between male and female
older adults.
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3. Hypothesis 3 (Hs):
There is a significant difference in purpose in life between male and female older
adults

Method

This study employs a quantitative research approach using a correlational design to explore the
relationship between psychological distress and purpose in life among older adults, with a
specific focus on gender differences. The survey method will be used to collect data from
participants. The research will be conducted after selecting participants, during which informed
consent forms will be distributed to ensure ethical compliance and voluntary participation. The
purpose of the study will be explained clearly, and participants will be assured that their
responses will remain confidential. Rapport will be established to make participants
comfortable, and data will be collected through face-to-face interactions. Participants will be

informed that they have the right to withdraw at any point if they feel uncomfortable.
Sample

The sample for the study comprises 80 older adults aged 65 to 79 years, selected from various
parts of Kerala, primarily from Palakkad. A purposive sampling method is employed to ensure
equal representation and minimize bias. The sample includes an equal number of male (n = 40)

and female (n = 40) participants. Informed consent collected from the participants
Inclusion Criteria:

1. Adults aged between 65 and 79 years.

2. Residents of Kerala, with a focus on participants from Palakkad.

3. Both male and female participants, ensuring equal representation.

4. Able to understand and respond to the study’s questions (mental clarity).

5. Willingness to participate in the study and provide informed consent.
Exclusion Criteria:

1. Individuals with severe cognitive impairments or diagnosed dementia.

2. Those with significant physical or mental health conditions that could interfere with

participation, such as terminal illness or severe psychiatric disorders.
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3. Participants who are unable to comprehend the purpose or content of the study due to

language or communication barriers.
4. Individuals who have participated in similar research studies that might bias the results.
Tools

The Purpose in Life Scale (PIL), developed by Crumbaugh and Henrion (1988), measures the
sense of purpose and meaning in life through 20 items rated on a 7-point Likert scale, with
scores ranging from 20 to 140. It demonstrates good psychometric properties, with Cronbach’s
alpha values of 0.70-0.86 and test-retest reliability of 0.68-0.83. The Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale (K10), developed by Kessler et al. (2002), assesses psychological distress using
10 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with total scores ranging from 10 to 50. It has moderate
reliability, supported by kappa values of 0.42—0.74. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS),
developed by Diener et al. (1985), evaluates global life satisfaction using five items rated on a
7-point Likert scale. It has strong psychometric properties, with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.80-0.89
and test-retest reliability of 0.84. These scales are reliable tools for assessing purpose,

psychological distress, and life satisfaction across diverse populations.
Data Analysis

Data analysed using Pearson’s correlation to assess the relationship between psychological
distress and purpose in life among older adults. To determine gender differences in these
variables, an independent samples t-test will be performed. This approach aims to provide
insights into the strength and direction of the correlation and identify any statistically
significant differences between male and female participants.

Results
Mea S  Pearson’ p-

Variable N n D sr value
Purpose in 84 12
Life

80 -0.469 <.001
Psychologica 18 6.
| Distress 2

The analysis demonstrates a statistically significant negative correlation between purpose in
life and psychological distress among older adults, as indicated by Pearson’s correlation

coefficient, =—0.469r = -0.469, and a p-value of p<.001p < .001. This suggests that as purpose
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in life increases, psychological distress tends to decrease. The strength of the correlation is
moderate, implying a meaningful relationship between the two variables. The sample size for
purpose in life (N =84, M = 12, SD = not reported) and psychological distress (N = 80, M =
18, SD = 6.2) supports the reliability of the findings.

Hypothesis 1 (Hi):

There is a significant relationship between psychological distress and purpose in life among
older adults accepted

Variable Group N Mean tvalue SD p value
Ps_ychologlcal 512 0.037
Distress
Male 40 17.5 6.03
Female 40 83 14.1
Purpose in life -1.25 0.217
Male 40 86.8 12.6

The analysis reveals a statistically significant gender difference in psychological distress
among older adults, with females reporting higher levels (M = 20.6, SD = 6.57) compared to
males (M = 17.5, SD = 6.03). This is supported by a t-value of 2.12 and a p-value of 0.037 (p
< 0.05), indicating that the observed difference is unlikely due to chance. In contrast, the
difference in purpose in life between male (M = 86.8, SD = 12.6) and female (M = 83, SD =
14.1) older adults is not statistically significant. The t-value of -1.25 and p-value of 0.217 (p >
0.05) suggest that the variation in purpose in life scores is not meaningful. Therefore, while
gender appears to influence psychological distress, it does not significantly impact the purpose
in life among older adults.

30 = e -

20 -

10 o

Figure 1 Relationship between purpose in life and psychological distress.
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Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between purpose in life (x-axis) and psychological distress
(y-axis) among older adults. The negative slope of the regression line indicates an inverse
relationship, where higher levels of purpose in life are associated with lower levels of
psychological distress. The data points scatter around the regression line, with a shaded
confidence interval showing the degree of variability in this relationship. The consistent
downward trend suggests a moderately strong negative correlation, aligning with the Pearson’s
r—~0.469r = -0.469, as previously noted. This relationship is statistically significant,
reinforcing the finding that a stronger sense of purpose in life contributes to reduced
psychological distress.

Hypothesis 3 (Hs): There is a significant difference in psychological distress between male

and female older adults accepted.

Hypothesis 3 (Hs):
There is a significant difference in purpose in life between male and female older adults
rejected.

Discussions:

The study shows that there is no difference among male and female older adults on the basis
of purpose in life. Both male and female adults have the same way of thinking on the basis of
this variable. Purpose in life didn’t show any difference on the basis of gender in this case. The
study has a result that even if it is a male or a female variable of purpose in life makes no
difference among them. The variable didn’t make differences on the basis of gender.Gender
differences didn’t influence this variable. But there is a chance of contradiction that purpose in
life among older adults are different among male and female. Cultural bias shows that purpose
in life is more among male population. But in this particular geographical area it clearly shows

that there is no such difference among male and females.

The study shows that there is a significant difference between psychological distress among
male and female older adults. Here females have more Psychological distress than men. There
are various reasons that include male dominance in our culture or in the society, or the area
where we conducted the study. In old age females are more dependent on their kids and
husbands. That creates distress among females more. Females are facing more problems than
men in our society. Older people in this time means that when they were young, at that time
females didn’t go for a job. They were fully engaged with household activities. So nowadays

they don’t have any income or when they get old can’t do anything at home also. That increases

Volume No. 04, Issue. 04, 2024  Page 16



International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research and Explorer (IJMRE) ISSN: 2833-7298

depression and anxiety among older females. So it is clear that psychological distress is more

in females than men.

Study shows another finding that there is a relationship between purpose in life and
psychological distress among Older adults. Purpose in life is a positive psychological element
and that creates a meaning in their life. It gives positive energy and enthusiasm to their life. So
when there is no purpose in life, psychological distress will arise. Psychological distress
includes depression, anxiety, loneliness, boredom. It influence in a negative manner in their
daily life. It is clear that there is a correlation between these two variables. If a person has

purpose in life obviously chances of psychological distress to that person is less.
Conclusion

The study concludes that there is a significant negative correlation between purpose in life and
psychological distress among older adults, indicating that higher levels of purpose in life are
associated with lower psychological distress. Furthermore, the t-test results reveal a significant
gender difference in psychological distress, with females experiencing higher levels of distress
compared to males. However, no significant gender difference was observed in purpose in life,
suggesting that both male and female older adults perceive purpose in life similarly in the
studied population. These findings underscore the protective role of purpose in life in reducing
psychological distress and highlight the need for targeted interventions, especially for older

women who are more vulnerable to distress.
Suggestion for future research

Future research could explore how cultural and regional differences influence purpose in life
and psychological distress among older adults, as cultural biases may affect these variables
differently across geographical areas. Intervention-based studies, such as mindfulness
programs or counseling sessions, could be implemented to enhance purpose in life and reduce
psychological distress. Longitudinal studies tracking changes over time would provide insights
into how aging and life transitions affect these variables. Additionally, examining
socioeconomic factors, financial independence, and previous occupational roles could help

understand why older women often report higher psychological distress.

Volume No. 04, Issue. 04, 2024  Page 17



International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research and Explorer (IJMRE) ISSN: 2833-7298

References

[1.]JAldwin, C. M., & Igarashi, H. (2015). Successful, optimal, and resilient aging: A
psychosocial perspective. APA Handbook of Clinical Geropsychology, Vol. 1: History and
Status of the Field and Perspectives on Aging., 331-359. https://doi.org/10.1037/14458-014

[2.]Alonso, V., Defanti, F. M. G., Neri, A. L., & Cachioni, M. (2023). Meaning and Purpose in
Life in Aging: A Scoping Review. Psicologia: Teoria e Pesquisa, 39.
https://doi.org/10.1590/0102.3772E39306.EN

[3.]JAsharani, P. V., Lai, D., Koh, J., & Subramaniam, M. (2022). Purpose in Life in Older
Adults: A Systematic Review on Conceptualization, Measures, and Determinants. In
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health (Vol. 19, Issue 10).
MDPI. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19105860

[4.]Bonanno, G. A., Romero, S. A., & Klein, S. I. (2015). The Temporal Elements of
Psychological Resilience: An Integrative Framework for the Study of Individuals, Families,
and Communities. Psychological Inquiry, 26(2), 139-169.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1047840X.2015.992677

[5.]Boylan, J. M., Tsenkova, V. K., Miyamoto, Y., & Ryff, C. D. (2017). Psychological
resources and glucoregulation in Japanese adults: Findings from MIDJA. Health
Psychology, 36(5), 449-457. https://doi.org/10.1037/HEA0000455

[6.]Cacioppo, S., Grippo, A. J., London, S., Goossens, L., & Cacioppo, J. T. (2015). Loneliness:
Clinical Import and Interventions. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10(2), 238-249.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691615570616

[7.]Celano, C. M., Albanese, A. M., Millstein, R. A., Mastromauro, C. A., Chung, W. J.,
Campbell, K. A., Legler, S. R., Park, E. R., Healy, B. C., Collins, L. M., Januzzi, J. L., &
Huffman, J. C. (2018). Optimizing a Positive Psychology Intervention to Promote Health
Behaviors after an Acute Coronary Syndrome: The Positive Emotions after Acute Coronary
Events 111 (PEACE-III) Randomized Factorial Trial. Psychosomatic Medicine, 80(6), 526—
534. https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0000000000000584

[8.]Cohen, R., Bavishi, C., & Rozanski, A. (2016). Purpose in life and its relationship to all-
cause mortality and cardiovascular events: A meta-analysis. Psychosomatic Medicine, 78(2),
122-133. https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0000000000000274

[9.]Crowther, M. R., Parker, M. W., Achenbaum, W. A., Larimore, W. L., & Koenig, H. G.
(2002). Rowe and Kahn’ s model of successful aging revisited: Positive spirituality - The
forgotten factor. Gerontologist, 42(5), 613-620. https://doi.org/10.1093/GERONT/42.5.613

[10.] Crumbaugh, J. C., & Henrion, R. P. (1988). The Purpose in Life Test: A contemporary
assessment of Frankl’s concept of purpose. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 44(3), 377-
387. https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(198805)44:3<377::AlD-
JCLP2270440307>3.0.CO;2-4

[11.] Dewitte, L., & Dezutter, J. (2021). Meaning Reflectivity in Later Life: The Relationship
Between Reflecting on Meaning in Life, Presence and Search for Meaning, and Depressive
Symptoms in Older Adults Over the Age of 75. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 726150.
https://doi.org/10.3389/FPSYG.2021.726150/BIBTEX

[12.]  Diener, E., Emmons, R. A,, Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The Satisfaction With
Life Scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49(1), 71—
75. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13

Volume No. 04, Issue. 04, 2024  Page 18


https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(198805)44:3%3c377::AID-JCLP2270440307%3e3.0.CO;2-4
https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(198805)44:3%3c377::AID-JCLP2270440307%3e3.0.CO;2-4

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research and Explorer (IJMRE) ISSN: 2833-7298

[13.] Diener, E., Suh, E. M., Lucas, R. E., & Smith, H. L. (1999). Subjective well-being:
Three  decades of progress. Psychological  Bulletin, 125(2), 276-302.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.125.2.276

[14] Golovchanova, N., Owiredua, C., Boersma, K., Andershed, H., & Hellfeldt, K. (2021).
Presence of Meaning in Life in Older Men and Women: The Role of Dimensions of Frailty
and Social Support. Frontiers in Psychology, 12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.730724

[15.] Kessler, R. C., Andrews, G., Colpe, L. J., Hiripi, E., Mroczek, D. K., Normand, S. L.,
Walters, E. E., & Zaslavsky, A. M. (2002). Short screening scales to monitor population
prevalence and trends in non-specific psychological distress. Psychological Medicine, 32(6),

959-976. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291702006074

[16.] Kim, E.S., Tkatch, R., Martin, D., MacLeod, S., Sandy, L., & Yeh, C. (2021). Resilient
Aging: Psychological Well-Being and Social Well-Being as Targets for the Promotion of
Healthy Aging. Gerontology and Geriatric Medicine, 7

https://doi.org/10.1177/23337214211002951/ASSET/IMAGES/LARGE/10.1177_2333721
4211002951-FIG1.JPEG

[17.]

Pfund, G. N. (2020). We meet again: The reintroduction and reintegration of purpose
into personality psychology. The Ecology of Purposeful Living Across the Lifespan:

Developmental, Educational, and Social Perspectives, 11-28. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-030-52078-6_2

Acknowledgment

I am deeply grateful to the management and staff of the libraries at St. Aloysius University,
Mangalore, and Christ University, Bangalore, for their invaluable support and resources. Their

well-maintained facilities and comprehensive collections provided me with the necessary
materials and a conducive environment for conducting my research.

Volume No. 04, Issue. 04, 2024  Page 19


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291702006074
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-52078-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-52078-6_2

