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Conservatives Report Greater Meaning in
Life Than Liberals
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Abstract

Conservatives report greater life satisfaction than liberals, but this relationship is relatively weak. To date, the evidence is limited
to a narrow set of well-being measures that ask participants for a single assessment of their life in general. We address this
shortcoming by examining the relationship between political orientation and well-being using measures of life satisfaction, affect,
and meaning and purpose in life. Participants completed well-being measures after reflecting on their whole life (Studies 1a, 1b, and
2), at the end of their day (Study 3), and in the present moment (Study 4). Across five studies, conservatives reported greater
meaning and purpose in life than liberals at each reporting period. This finding remained significant after adjusting for religiosity
and was usually stronger than the relationships involving other well-being measures. Finally, meaning in life was more closely
related to social conservatism than economic conservatism.
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Political conservatives tend to be happier than liberals (Taylor,

Funk, & Craighill, 2006), a finding that has been labeled the

“happiness gap” in media reporting. One conservative com-

mentator even described it as “ . . . niftily self-reinforcing; it

depresses liberals” (Will, 2006). The observation motivated

different approaches to understand why conservatives may be

more satisfied with their lives than liberals (e.g., Napier & Jost,

2008; Schlenker, Chambers, & Le, 2012; Wojcik, Hovasapian,

Graham, Motyl, & Ditto, 2015). Because the relationship

between political orientation and life satisfaction is relatively

weak (Onraet, Hiel, & Dhont, 2013), much of the current

research has focused on identifying specific variables that mod-

erate this relationship (e.g., Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016). To

date, this discussion has treated self-reported happiness, life

satisfaction, and temporary affective states as largely equiva-

lent indicators of well-being. However, these indicators capture

different aspects and a closer examination of their relationship

with political orientation is warranted.

Aspects of Well-Being

In conceptualizing well-being, it is useful to distinguish

between how people evaluate their lives (evaluative well-

being), how they feel moment to moment when living their

lives (experienced well-being), and how meaningful their lives

seem to them (eudaimonic well-being; for discussions, see

Kahneman, 1999; Schwarz & Strack, 1999; Steptoe, Deaton,

& Stone, 2015). Sometimes, the conceptualization of

eudaimonic well-being is extended beyond meaning in life to

include several other constructs, such as personal growth and

flourishing (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Each type of well-being can

be assessed at different reporting periods, ranging from the cur-

rent moment to one’s life as a whole. Measures of life satisfac-

tion and meaning in life often refer to the respondent’s life as a

whole, whereas measures of affect usually refer to shorter dura-

tions, such as the current day or situation.

Present Research

To date, research on political orientation and well-being has

only considered evaluative and experiential well-being and has

typically assessed both with regard to one’s life as a whole.

Retrospective reports of affect over extended time periods are

reconstructions based on general assumptions about one’s life

and may not capture actual affective experience (National

Research Council, 2013, pp. 29–30; Robinson & Clore, 2002;

Schwarz, 2012; Schwarz, Kahneman, & Xu, 2009). In a few

studies, participants reported their momentary affect at one
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time in response to a particular situation. Single reports of

momentary affect in response to specific situations do not

provide a representative sample of time points of one’s life

and may not adequately characterize individual differences

in affect.

Moreover, the relationship between political orientation and

meaning and purpose in life has not been addressed. Empiri-

cally, measures of meaning and purpose in life can differ from

evaluative and experiential well-being in terms of their corre-

lates with other variables (e.g., Nezlek, Newman, & Thrash,

2017; Tov & Lee, 2015).

The present studies fill these gaps by assessing life satisfac-

tion, positive and negative affect, and meaning and purpose in

life with respect to different time frames, including life as a

whole (Studies 1a, 1b, and 2), a single day (through end-of-

day reports; Study 3), and the current situation (through con-

current measures; Study 4). Because conservatives tend to be

more religious than liberals (Feldman & Johnston, 2014), and

because religiosity is a strong predictor of meaning in life

(e.g., Steger & Frazier, 2005), we statistically adjusted for lev-

els of religiosity in each study to determine the unique predic-

tive effect of political orientation on meaning in life. We

additionally examined differential effects of social and eco-

nomic conservatism on meaning in life and satisfaction with

life to provide some insight into individual differences con-

cerning specific political issues.

Studies 1a and 1b

In Study 1a, we examined the relationship between conserva-

tive political orientation and a global report of meaning in life

using data from the European Values Survey, which includes

large, nationally representative samples from 14 European

countries, the United States, and Canada (http://www.european

valuesstudy.eu). Study 1b replicated these analyses with data

from the Baylor Religion Study, a nationally representative

U.S. sample (https://www.baylor.edu/baylorreligionsurvey/).

Method

Study 1a

An item measuring meaning in life was included in Wave 1,

collected between 1981 and 1984. Data from 19,051 (Mage ¼
41.03, standard deviation [SD]¼ 17.86; 52.2% female) partici-

pants were used in the primary analyses. Of the 19,051 partici-

pants who completed the meaning in life measure, 15,319

participants completed the political orientation item. The items

examined for the primary analyses included meaning in life,

satisfaction with life, political orientation, religiosity, health,

and income. The exact question wording, response options, and

descriptive statistics are listed in Table 1.

Study 1b

A U.S. survey of 1,595 (Mage ¼ 51.01, SD ¼ 16.28; 55.2%
female) respondents, with data collected in 2007, allowed for

a replication of these analyses (Baylor University, 2007). These

data were collected by the Baylor Institute of Religion as part

of a Templeton Foundation grant and in collaboration with the

Gallup Organization. Questionnaires were mailed to a repre-

sentative sample in the United States, and demographics were

similar to the General Social Survey.

Political orientation was measured with a single item that

read, “How would you describe yourself politically?”

Table 1. Item Wording, Response Options, and Descriptive Statistics of Measures Used in the European Values Survey (Study 1a).

Measure Item Wording Response Options Mean

Variance

Within
Country

Between
Country

Meaning in life How often, if at all, do you have the feeling that
life is meaningless?

1 ¼ Often, 2 ¼ sometimes, 3 ¼ rarely, and 4 ¼
never

3.13 0.83 0.02

Satisfaction
with life

All things considered, how satisfied are you with
your life as a whole these days?

1 ¼ Dissatisfied and 10 ¼ satisfied 7.56 3.65 0.26

Political
orientation

In political matters, people talk of “the left” and
“the right.” How would you place your views
on this scale generally speaking?

1 ¼ Left and 10 ¼ right 5.62 4.11 0.26

Religiosity Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings,
about how often do you attend religious
services these days?

1 ¼ More than once a week, 2 ¼ once a week, 3 ¼
once a month, 4 ¼ only on special holy days/
Christmas/Easter days, 5 ¼ other specific holy
days, 6 ¼ once a year, 7 ¼ less often, and 8 ¼
never, practically never

4.84 5.40 1.97

Health All in all, how would you describe your state of
health these days? Would you say it is . . .

1 ¼ Very good, 2 ¼ good, 3 ¼ fair, 4 ¼ poor, and 5
¼ very poor

2.04 0.83 0.05

Income Would you please give me the letter group
which best represents the total annual income
before taxes of all the members of your
immediate family living in your household?

Categories varied by country and were recoded
from 1 to 11

4.97 5.83 0.66
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Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ extremely

conservative, 4 ¼ moderate, 7 ¼ extremely liberal). This item

was reversed coded to be consistent with the way political

orientation was measured in the other studies (M ¼ 4.29, SD

¼ 1.62). Purpose in life was assessed with a single item that

read “My life has a real purpose” with responses reported on

a 4-point scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 4 ¼ strongly agree; M

¼ 3.18, SD¼ 0.63). Additional details are reported in the SOM.

Results

Study 1a

We used multilevel modeling with the program HLM Version

7.0 (Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2011) and nested individ-

uals within countries to account for between- and within-

country variation in the European Values Survey. Political

orientation was entered group-mean centered (i.e., centered

on each country’s mean) at Level 1 to account for any

country-level differences, and the frequency with which they

felt as if their life was meaningless was the outcome measure

as follows:

Person level : yijðmeaninglessnessÞ
¼ b0j þ b1jðpolitical orientationÞ þ rij

Country level : b0j ¼ g00 þ u0j;
b1j ¼ g10 þ u1j

Those who aligned themselves with the “right” reported

greater meaning in life, g10 ¼ .03, 95% confidence interval

(CI) [.02, .05], t ratio¼ 4.81, p < .001, r¼ .09.1 HLM provides

unstandardized coefficients, which means that a 1-point

increase in political orientation indicates a 0.03 increase in

meaning in raw scores. That is, conservatives were more likely

to endorse low-frequency options in response to how often they

thought their lives were meaningless. We also tested quadratic

and cubic relationships and neither were significant (p ¼ .85

and p ¼ .87, respectively). Because conservatives tend to be

more religious than liberals and because religiosity is a strong

predictor of meaning in life, we adjusted statistically for religi-

osity in all analyses. After entering religiosity, conservatism

was still significantly related to meaning in life, g10 ¼ .03, t

ratio ¼ 4.10, p < .001. After additionally adding age, gender,

area of residence (rural area—village, small-medium town, or

large town), and income as predictors at Level 1, political

orientation was marginally related to meaning in life, g10 ¼
.02, t ratio ¼ 2.04, p ¼ .06.2

Political conservatives in these countries also reported

greater satisfaction with life than liberals, g10 ¼ .09, 95% CI

[.07, .11], t ratio ¼ 8.37, p < .001, r ¼ .10, consistent with

Onraet, Van Assche, Roets, Haesevoets, and Van Hiel

(2017). The standardized coefficient from the meaning in life

model was not significantly different from the standardized

coefficient in the satisfaction with life model, w2(1) ¼ 2.30, p

¼ .13. The estimated within-country correlation between life

satisfaction and meaning in life was .30 (using a method that

relies on reduction of Level 1 variance when meaning in life

was entered as a predictor; see Nezlek, 2012, pp. 84–85, and

the Supplemental Materials for details).

In sum, conservatives reported greater meaning in life and

greater life satisfaction than liberals. This was the case for rep-

resentative samples from the 16 countries, which indicates that

the observation is robust across diverse segments of Western

culture. However, the data were collected in the early 1980s,

raising questions about stability over time. To address this

issue, we analyzed data from the Baylor Religion Survey based

on a representative U.S. sample collected in 2007 (Baylor Uni-

versity, 2007).

Study 1b

Using ordinary least squares regression, we regressed purpose

in life on political orientation and found that conservatives

reported greater purpose in life than liberals, b ¼ .05, 95%
CI [.03, .07], t(1,481) ¼ 5.05, p < .001, r ¼ 13. This relation-

ship held after statistically adjusting for age, gender, area of

residence, income, and education, b ¼ .06, 95% CI [.04, .08],

t(1,393)¼ 5.83, p < .001. We also statistically adjusted for reli-

gious attendance and found that political orientation was still

positively related to purpose in life with demographic controls,

b ¼ .02, 95% CI [.00, .05], t(1,344) ¼ 2.11, p ¼ .04. We also

examined nonlinear relationships. A significant quadratic rela-

tionship indicated a spike in purpose in life among the extreme

conservatives, b ¼ .01, t(1,480) ¼ 2.19, p ¼ .03. In sum, data

from representative samples showed that conservatives

reported greater meaning/purpose in life than liberals in the

early 1980s and more recently in 2007.

Study 2

Study 2 provides a replication of these findings using psycho-

metrically robust measures of each well-being measure instead

of single-item survey measures. It also allows us to compare

how strongly meaning in life and satisfaction with life are

related to political orientation and to examine whether these

measures would differentially relate to social and economic

conservatism.

Method

We used data from YourMorals.org, an online psychological

research website, in which participants receive results about

their responses in exchange for participating. Participants were

allowed to complete as many or as few of the available mea-

sures on the website as they pleased. To maximize power, we

conducted separate analyses for participants who completed

the meaning in life measure and for participants who completed

the satisfaction with life measure. That is, we did not restrict

our analyses to participants who completed both measures.

Data were downloaded on July 26, 2017, and included

responses recorded as early as October 7, 2010.
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Three thousand three hundred twenty-two participants (Mage

¼ 32.81, SD ¼ 14.47; 58.17% male) completed measures of

political orientation and meaning in life. A measure of political

orientation assessed the extent to which participants were lib-

eral or conservative. The 7-point scale (1 ¼ very liberal, 4 ¼
moderate/middle of the road, 7 ¼ very conservative; M ¼
2.87, SD ¼ 1.62) included additional options for “don’t

know/not political,” “libertarian,” and “other.” Meaning in life

was assessed with 5 items from the Presence subscale of the

Meaning in Life Questionnaire (e.g., “I understand my life’s

meaning”; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). Responses

were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ absolutely untrue, 7 ¼
absolutely true; M ¼ 4.32, SD ¼ 1.64, a ¼ .90).

Social and economic political orientation were assessed

with the following items: “In general, how liberal (left wing)

or conservative (right wing) are you on social issues?” (M ¼
2.39, SD ¼ 1.61) and “In general, how liberal (left wing) or

conservative (right wing) are you on economic issues?” (M ¼
3.84, SD ¼ 1.87). Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale

(1 ¼ very liberal, 4 ¼ moderate/middle of the road, 7 ¼ very

conservative) with additional choices for “don’t know” and

“can’t pick one label.”

Forty thousand three hundred twenty-seven participants

(Mage ¼ 37.31, SD ¼ 15.33; 53.15% male) who completed the

political orientation item also completed the Satisfaction with

Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). This

scale includes 5 items with responses that ranged on a 7-

point scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 7 ¼ strongly agree; M ¼
4.50, SD ¼ 1.43, a ¼ .89).

Results

Similar to Studies 1a and 1b, conservatives reported greater

meaning in life than liberals, b ¼ .17, 95% CI [.13, .21],

t(2,387) ¼ 8.58, p < .001, r ¼ .17. This unstandardized coeffi-

cient remained essentially the same even after adjusting statis-

tically for age, gender, and level of education, b¼ .18, t(2,276)

¼ 9.29, p < .001. (The sample sizes varied depending on how

many participants completed demographic and third variables,

which are optional on the YourMorals.org website.) Political

orientation also remained significantly related to meaning in

life after adjusting for religiosity with demographic controls,

b ¼ .05, t(1,484) ¼ 2.08, p ¼ .04, and without, b ¼ .06,

t(1,500) ¼ 2.11, p ¼ .04. Conservatives also reported greater

satisfaction with their lives than liberals, b ¼ .05, 95% CI

[.04, .06], t(33,706) ¼ 9.56, p < .001, r ¼ .05, consistent with

previous research (e.g., Wojcik et al., 2015). This relationship

was significantly weaker than the relationship with meaning in

life, z ¼ 5.79, p < .001. Meaning in life and satisfaction with

life were also positively correlated, r(1,107) ¼ .49, p < .001.

To understand why conservatives report more meaning in

life than liberals, we examined the relationships between polit-

ical orientation regarding social and economic issues (mea-

sured as individual differences) and meaning in life and

satisfaction with life. In separate analyses, meaning in life was

positively related to conservatism on social issues, r(2,655) ¼

.19, p < .001, and conservatism on economic issues, r(2,557)¼

.08, p < .001. However, the relationship with social conserva-

tism was significantly larger, z ¼ �5.21, p < .001. We entered

both social conservatism and economic conservatism as predic-

tors simultaneously into a multiple regression. Social conserva-

tism was significantly related to meaning in life, b ¼ .19,

t(2,501) ¼ 8.66, p < .001, whereas economic conservatism was

not significantly related to meaning in life, b ¼ �.01, t(2,501)

¼ �0.30, p ¼ .77.

In contrast, the correlation between social conservatism and

satisfaction with life, r(11,825) ¼ .06, p < .001, was signifi-

cantly weaker than the correlation between economic conser-

vatism and satisfaction with life, r(11,825) ¼ .10, p < .001, z

¼ 3.76, p < .001. After adding each predictor simultaneously

into a multiple regression, social conservatism was not signif-

icantly related to satisfaction with life, b ¼ .02, t(11,824) ¼
1.69, p ¼ .09, whereas economic conservatism was, b ¼ .07,

t(11,824)¼ 8.24, p < .001. These findings suggest that individ-

ual differences in distinct political issue positions relate differ-

entially to meaning in life and satisfaction with life. The

potential reasons why conservatives report greater satisfaction

with life (e.g., rationalization of income inequality) might dif-

fer from the reasons why conservatives report greater meaning

in life.

Finally, we further explored the relationship between polit-

ical orientation and meaning in life by examining nonlinear

relationships. We found a significant quadratic relationship

between political conservatism and meaning in life, b ¼ .04,

t(2,386) ¼ 3.28, p ¼ .001 (see Figure 1). This shows that con-

servatives generally reported greater meaning in life than liber-

als, and the slope spiked upward among individuals who were

very conservative.

Study 3

Method

In Study 3, we moved beyond global reports of well-being and

examined end-of-day reports of well-being (including life satis-

faction, affect, and meaning in life). One hundred forty-one

undergraduate students (Mage ¼ 19.75, SD ¼ 1.79; 80%
female) at a large private university in the United States parti-

cipated in a daily diary study in exchange for course research

credit. We collected data from as many participants as possible

from the participant pool. Prior to beginning the 2-week daily

diary study, they attended a live online video information ses-

sion with one of the researchers to learn about the details of the

study and to improve compliance. They completed a trait ques-

tionnaire afterward. On each of the 14 days, they were sent an

e-mail with a link to a questionnaire at 9:00 p.m. They were

instructed to complete the questionnaire just before going to

bed. An additional reminder e-mail was sent out the following

morning at 7:00 a.m. and responses were accepted until 10:00

a.m. After data cleaning, participants completed 1,711 daily

reports (M ¼ 12.13, SD ¼ 1.76; minimum completed ¼ 6),

indicating good compliance.
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Trait Measures

Political orientation was measured in the same way as Study 2

(M ¼ 3.28, SD ¼ 1.57). Religiosity was measured with 3 items

to capture more than church attendance (e.g., Kirkpatrick, Shil-

lito, & Kellas, 1999): “Overall, how important would you say

are your religious beliefs or personal faith in your life?” with

a 7-point scale (1 ¼ not at all important, 7 ¼ extremely impor-

tant), “Would you say you have a personal relationship with

God?” with options for “yes” or “no,” and “How frequently

do you attend religious services?” with seven options (1 ¼
never, 2¼ a few times a year, 3¼ every other month, 4¼ once

a month, 5 ¼ a few times a month, 6 ¼ once a week, and 7 ¼
several times per week). Each item was standardized and they

were averaged together (a ¼ .86).

Daily Measures

Daily meaning in life was assessed with two face valid items

taken from the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al.,

2006) that were reworded to reflect the daily nature of the ques-

tionnaire (“How meaningful did you feel your life was today?”

and “How much did you feel your life had purpose today?”).

Participants responded to each item using a 7-point scale (1

¼ not at all, 7 ¼ very much).

Daily satisfaction with life was assessed with a single face

valid item from the Satisfaction with Life Questionnaire

(Diener et al., 1985), “How satisfied were you with your life

today?” Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ very

dissatisfied, 7 ¼ very satisfied).

Affect was assessed by having participants reflect on their

day and respond to a series of adjectives regarding how much

they felt that day on a 7-point scale (1¼ did not feel this way at

all, 4 ¼ felt this way moderately, 7 ¼ felt this way very

strongly). Positive affect was measured with happy, delighted,

excited, enthusiastic, glad, at ease, calm, peaceful, relaxed, and

contented. Negative affect was measured with tense, annoyed,

stressed, angry, nervous, gloomy, miserable, sad, disappointed,

and depressed.

Each of these measures has been used reliably in previous

daily diary studies (e.g., Newman, Nezlek, & Thrash, in press;

Nezlek, 2005).

Results

To account for both within-person and between-person varia-

tion, we built two-level multilevel models in which days were

nested within persons as follows:

Day level : yijðwell-beingÞ ¼ b0j þ rij

Person level : b0j ¼ g00 þ g01ðpolitical orientationÞ þ u0j

As shown in Table 2, political conservatives experienced

greater daily meaning in life (estimated correlation, r ¼ .18).

Political conservatism was centered on the midpoint (political

moderates) to facilitate in interpretation. In these models, the

intercept represents the mean level of daily meaning in life that

a moderate experienced (3.91 on a 1–7 scale). Those who were

slightly conservative had average scores of 4.06 (3.91 þ 0.15),

whereas those who were slightly liberal had average scores of

3.76 (3.91 � 0.15). All other relationships, including daily

satisfaction with life, were not significant. The estimated

within-person correlation between meaning in life and

Figure 1. Study 2: Quadratic relationship between political orientation and trait meaning in life scores. We used the jitter function to show
densities of the political orientation responses.
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satisfaction with life was .62. Additionally, we constrained the

standardized coefficients and found that the meaning in life

relationship was stronger than the positive affect relationship,

w2(1)¼ 6.38, p¼ .01, although it was not significantly stronger

than the negative affect relationship, w2(1) ¼ .24, p > .5, or the

satisfaction with life relationship, w2(1) ¼ 2.13, p ¼ .14.

Similar to Study 2, we examined the quadratic effect in an

exploratory manner by creating polynomial terms for political

orientation. Again, there was a significant quadratic relation-

ship between daily meaning in life and political orientation,

g02 ¼ .11, t ratio ¼ 2.38, p ¼ .02 (see Figure 2). After control-

ling for religiosity, this quadratic relationship remained signif-

icant, g02 ¼ .10, t ratio ¼ 2.32, p ¼ .02.

Study 4

Method

In Study 4, we moved beyond end-of-the-day reports and exam-

ined well-being reports in the moment through reanalysis of

Ecological Momentary Assessment data collected by Hofmann,

Wisneski, Brandt, and Skitka (2014) with a large and diverse

sample. Participants completed momentary reports about their

moral or immoral behaviors, affect, purpose in life, happiness,

and stress. Prior to receiving the momentary assessments, parti-

cipants answered the political orientation question used in Study

2 (M¼ 3.31, SD¼ 1.76). Religiosity was assessed with the item,

“How religious are you?” on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ not at all, 7 ¼
very much; M ¼ 3.00, SD¼ 2.18). Given that the nature of their

study was concerned with moral behaviors, Hofmann and col-

leagues did not report the relationships between political orien-

tation and momentary well-being.

Participants and Procedure

Participants from the United States and Canada were recruited

from January 2013 until June 2014 through various forms of

advertising (Craigslist, Backpage, Facebook, Twitter, various

local newspaper ads, blog and forum ads, crowd-surfing pages,

and university mailing lists). One thousand two hundred fifty-

two participants (Mage¼ 31.9, SD ¼ 9.96, 51.8% female) com-

pleted 13,240 momentary reports over the course of 3 days

(71% response rate). About 73.0% of the participants were

Caucasian, 9.0% were Asian, 7.3% were Hispanic/Latino,

5.7% were African American, 0.6% were Native American,

and 4.5% were of Other backgrounds. In terms of highest level

of education, 0.3% had completed some high school, 4.2%
completed high school, 35.2% completed some college,

31.1% completed college, and 29.2% had completed

advanced/postgraduate studies.

Momentary purpose in life was measured with the item, “Do

you feel that your life has a clear sense of purpose at the

moment?” Because this item was not administered to all parti-

cipants, analyses involving the purpose in life question were

limited to 911 participants (Mage ¼ 33.05, SD ¼ 9.85; 45.9%
female). Stress was measured with the item, “How stressed are

you at the moment?” Responses to purpose and stress were

recorded on a 7-point scale (0 ¼ not at all, 6 ¼ very much).

Happiness was measured with the item, “How happy do you

feel at the moment?” and responses were recorded on a 7-

point scale (�3 ¼ very unhappy, þ3 ¼ very happy).

Positive affect items were grateful, elevated, and proud.

Negative affect items were embarrassed, angry, disgusted, con-

temptuous, guilty, and shameful. Responses were recorded on a

5-point scale (0 ¼ not at all, 4 ¼ very much). Descriptive sta-

tistics for these variables are presented in Table 3.

Results

We again used multilevel modeling to account for the nested data

structure. To account for within-day, between-day, and between-

person variation, we used three-level models in which moments

were nested within days, and days were nested within people.

Moment level : yijkðwell-beingÞ ¼ p0jk þ eijk

Day level : p0jk ¼ b00k þ r0jk

Person level : b00k ¼ g000 þ g001ðpolitical orientationÞ þ u00k

As can be seen in Figure 3, conservatives reported greater

momentary purpose in life than liberals (estimated correlation,

r ¼ .21). They also reported greater happiness, positive affect,

and less stress compared to liberals (see Table 4). The esti-

mated within-person correlation between momentary purpose

in life and happiness was .49. Next, we adjusted statistically for

religiosity by entering the religiosity measure grand mean cen-

tered at Level 3. As can be seen in Table 4, the relationship

between momentary purpose in life and political orientation

remained significant, whereas the coefficients for happiness

and positive affect became marginally significant or

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Unstandardized Coefficients for the Daily Measures From Study 3.

Dependent Variable Mean Reliability

Variance Intercept Political Conservatism Coefficient

Within Between g00 g01 95% CI t Ratio p

Daily meaning in life 3.89 .85 1.33 1.44 3.91 .15 [.01, .29] 2.11 .04
Daily satisfaction with life 4.97 1.30 .66 4.95 .05 [�.05, .15] <1 .36
Daily positive affect 3.82 .88 .94 0.98 3.75 �.03 [�.15, .09] <1 .65
Daily negative affect 2.63 .75 .82 0.57 2.61 �.07 [�.17, .03] 1.43 .16

Note. Satisfaction with life was measured with a single item and therefore has no reliability statistic. CI ¼ confidence interval.
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nonsignificant, respectively. Stress remained negatively related

to political orientation even after adjusting for religiosity.

Following this, we compared the strengths of the standar-

dized coefficients for purpose in life and the other standardized

well-being variables without controlling for any other variables

(see Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006, and the Supplemental Mate-

rials for a description of such models). The strength of the rela-

tionship between political orientation and purpose in life was

significantly stronger than the strengths of the relationships

between political orientation and happiness, w2(1) ¼ 9.26,

p ¼ .003; stress, w2(1) ¼ 10.18, p ¼ .002; positive affect,

w2(1) ¼ 4.54, p ¼ .03; and negative affect, w2(1) ¼ 36.04,

p < .001. Thus, as in Studies 2 and 3, the strength of the rela-

tionship between political orientation and meaning/purpose in

life exceeded the strength of the relationship between political

orientation and other well-being indicators.

We also tested quadratic and cubic relationships between

political orientation and momentary purpose in life, but neither

were significant (p ¼ .27 and p ¼ .31, respectively).

General Discussion

The present set of studies, comprising five independent sam-

ples across 16 Western countries and four decades, establishes

that political conservatives report greater meaning in life than

liberals at all reporting periods (global, daily, and momentary).

Even when fine-grained analyses found quadratic relationships,

this pattern remained. The relationship was generally robust

after adjusting statistically for religiosity, which suggests that

there is some unique aspect of political conservatism that pro-

vides people with meaning and purpose in life.

In three of the four studies that included multiple well-being

measures, the relationship between political orientation and

meaning in life was stronger than the relationship between

political orientation and satisfaction with life or other well-

being measures. Support for this was found by constraining

coefficients and by demonstrating that the relationship between

political orientation and meaning in life remained significant

after adjusting for religiosity, whereas relationships involving

other well-being measures were usually no longer significant

after adjusting for religiosity. These findings add to a growing

body of research suggesting that specific eudaimonic measures

of well-being, such as meaning and purpose in life, are distinct

from evaluative and experiential measures (e.g., Tov & Lee,

2015).

One exception is worth noting. Although conservatives

reported greater meaning in life and greater life satisfaction

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics From Study 4.

Dependent Variable Reliability Mean

Between-
Person

Variation

Within-Person
Variation

Between
Day

Within
Day

Purpose in life 3.52 1.93 .08 0.67
Happiness 0.94 0.74 .15 1.09
Stress 2.33 1.35 .31 1.39
Positive affect .59 1.83 0.50 .05 0.77
Negative affect .78 0.60 0.14 .03 0.43

Note. Purposes in life, happiness, and stress were measured with a single item
and therefore have no reliability statistics.

Figure 2. Study 3: Quadratic relationship between political orientation and average daily meaning in life scores.
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in all studies, the strength of the relationship between political

orientation and meaning in life did not significantly exceed the

relationship involving satisfaction with life in Study 1a based

on the European Values Survey. This exception may reflect

cultural and historical differences (the data were collected

1981–1984) as well as differences in question wording (the

meaning in life measure was negatively worded in the Eur-

opean Value Survey, but positively worded in Studies 1b–4).

Given the correlational nature of the present data, any con-

jectures about why conservatives report more meaning in life

than liberals are to be treated with great caution. It is possible

and plausible that third variables, such as a child’s upbringing

and community expectations, can foster a conservative political

orientation as well as more meaning in life. In such cases, med-

iation analyses, which assume causal relationships (MacKin-

non, Krull, & Lockwood, 2000; Preacher, 2015), can be

misleading.

This said, our data constrain the range of likely candidate

variables. Recall that social conservatism (in form of opposi-

tion to abortion and gay marriage) was a better predictor of

meaning in life than economic conservatism, whereas the

reverse was true for life satisfaction (Study 2). Previous

research suggested that the observed link between economic

conservatism and life satisfaction can be traced to rationaliza-

tion of inequality (Napier & Jost, 2008), one of the two key

components of conservatism (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sul-

loway, 2003). The second component, resistance to change, is

more closely related to social conservatism, which involves

opposition to cultural changes. This suggests that aspects of

resistance to change may contribute to the observed relation-

ship between conservatism and meaning in life. This conjecture

is compatible with the observation that conservatism also

relates to stability and coherence, situational factors that can

increase the subjective experience of meaning in life

Figure 3. Study 4: Linear relationship between political orientation and average momentary purpose in life scores.

Table 4. Unstandardized Coefficients From Study 4.

Dependent Variable

Without Controlling for Religiosity Controlling for Religiosity

Intercept Political Conservatism Coefficient Intercept Political Conservatism Religiosity

g00 g01 95% CI t Ratio p g00 g01 95% CI t Ratio p g02 t Ratio P

Purpose in life 3.60 .16 [.11, .21] 5.86 <.001 3.58 .09 [.02, .16] 2.57 .01 .09 3.32 .001
Happiness 0.98 .06 [.03, .10] 3.76 <.001 0.96 .03 [�.01, .07] 1.70 .09 .04 2.69 <.01
Stress 2.28 �.07 [�.11, �.02] 3.06 .002 2.26 �.10 [�.15, �.05] 3.75 <.001 .05 2.21 .03
Positive affect 1.87 .07 [.04, .09] 4.62 <.001 1.83 .00 [�.03, .04] <1 .87 .09 6.89 <.001
Negative affect 0.61 .01 [�.01, .03] 1.18 .24 0.60 �.00 [�.02, .02] <1 .81 .02 2.20 .03

Note. CI ¼ confidence interval.
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(Heintzelman, Trent, & King, 2013; Kay, Laurin, Fitzsimons,

& Landau, 2014). Future research may fruitfully address these

possibilities.

Regarding possible implications, it is important to realize

the limitations of the current findings. In terms of variance

explained, the effect of political orientation on meaning in life

was relatively small (effect sizes ranged from r ¼ .09 to r ¼
.21), consistent with the relationship between political orien-

tation and life satisfaction (summarized in Onraet et al.,

2013). However, small effect sizes are a common feature of

well-being research, and the effect sizes were comparable to

the size of the effects of income and subjective health on

meaning in life.

In sum, we have examined the relationship between political

orientation and well-being by considering a more holistic view

of well-being that includes evaluative, experiential, and eudai-

monic well-being at various reporting periods. Overall, our

findings show that conservatives report greater meaning in life

than liberals, and this effect is stronger and more robust than

the effects previously found for evaluative and experiential

well-being.
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Notes

1. Effect size estimates in multilevel modeling should be interpreted

cautiously. Fixed effects and random effects are estimated sepa-

rately, and the reductions in variance (a measure of effect size) per-

tain to the random effects. Our interest concerned the fixed effects.

Thus, the reduction in variance from the random effects may not be

perfectly accurate. Nevertheless, we provide an estimate for basic

models throughout. Any additional effect size estimates, particu-

larly those involving multiple predictors, are not reported, as rec-

ommended by Nezlek (2012) and Kreft and de Leeuw (1998).

2. After adding control predictors, the sample size decreased to

12,004 (a 21.6% reduction). This lowered the power and contribu-

ted to a marginally significant coefficient.
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