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CHAPTER FIVE

Purpose Fuels
Happiness

Fifteen-year-old Legacy Jackson has been serving people
in need from a very young age. As a toddler, she helped
alongside her parents, volunteering at homeless shelters
and soup kitchens every month. But as she grew older, she
realized she was one of the few children volunteering—and
she wanted to change that.

Jackson'’s first project was rallying kids to make home-
made get-well cards for one hundred kids at a Children’s
Hospital where her teenage brother was receiving treat-
ment. She continued organizing other projects and even-
tually, in 2016, founded a nonprofit called Little Legacies,
an organization for kids and adults dedicated to taking on
community projects every month. Jackson’s drive and vision
helped create a library of two thousand books for a chil-
dren’s home, send over three thousand pairs of shoes to Af-
rica, and assemble a large donation of baby-care essentials
for the St. Louis Crisis Nursery. She also wrote a children’s
book about dealing with grief after her brother passed away
due to diabetes complications, and at age fourteen she be-
came the youngest person to give a TEDx Talk about how
community service can be fun as well as make a big impact
on communities.

Many of Jackson’s projects benefit children, but she is
ready to help whoever is in need. “Whatever | see in the
community, whatever | see in the moment, | make a little
note in my head like, ‘Oh yeah, they need a library, so we’re




going to give them a library.” Or ‘They want to have a dance class,
SO we're going to have a dance class,’” says Jackson. “With ev-
ery project, | feel my mission that I've been sent down to earth for
is being completed.”®

The Importance of Purpose

Jackson is fortunate to already have a strong sense of her pur-
pose in life. Purpose is the driving force that gives your life a sense
of direction and fulfillment. Stanford University professor William
Damon, who studies life purpose, says that true purpose has
multiple components: it is a long-term calling, you have some skill
for it, and it makes some positive difference in the world, even a
small one.

Every person must identify their own purpose. It might be
serving your community, taking care of the environment, celebrat-
ing your faith, creating inspirational art, or educating people on a
subject important to you. People often have multiple purposes
throughout their life, or their purpose may change. As a young
student, for example, you may find purpose in political activism.
Later in life, your main purpose may be raising happy, caring chil-
dren or developing a meaningful career.

Studies show that having a purpose can bring numerous ben-
efits. People with purpose tend to live longer, sleep better, have
lower stress levels—and they’re happier. A 2023 study published
in the Journal of Happiness Studies showed that participants with
a strong sense of purpose experienced more positive emotions —
such as contentment, enthusiasm, and joy—and greater satisfac-
tion with life and their well-being. This finding was supported by
a 2024 Gallup survey of two thousand Gen Zers. Researchers
found that one of the main drivers of Gen Z happiness is a sense
of purpose, especially at work or school.

Happiness expert Tracy Brower says having a purpose
makes us happier because it gives us focus in a chaotic world. It
also keeps us grounded and helps us feel connected to others.
Brower says when you have a purpose, “you feel like the work
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Discovering our purpose gives direction,

meaning, and motivation to our lives. Teens may

find their purpose through activities like serving

their community, taking care of the environment, S8
creating art, or participating in political activism. s

you do matters to someone, and your small part of something
has meaning—and you’re empowered to act.”*

Of course, having a purpose doesn’t mean every day will be
easy or that every moment will feel joyful. Life will continue to throw
challenges and obstacles at you. However, pursuing something
meaningful can help keep you going even during tough times and
move the dial on your happiness set point in the right direction.

Finding Your Purpose

It’s not unusual to be unsure of your purpose as a teen. “Out of all
the things I've studied in terms of capacities and skills that young
people develop, purpose is the slowest one,” says Damon, “be-
cause it doesn’t really come to fruition for most people until the late
20s, early 30s.”# But that doesn’t mean you're too young to start
thinking about what gives you purpose. You can reap the happi-
ness benefits that having purpose brings at any age.

One way to identify your purpose is by considering your values.
Values are the things that are most important to you in life—they
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Developing Resilience

Among its many benefits, having a sense of purpose also helps teens
develop resilience, according to a 2023 report by the National Scientific
Council on Adolescence. Resilience is the ability to bounce back from
disappointment, fear, discouragement, or other emotions that arise when
life doesn’t go as planned. People with resilience will keep moving to-
ward their goals despite challenges and setbacks. This makes resilience
a critical feature of our happiness journey.

One way to develop resilience is by embracing a growth mindset.
This concept is the belief that intelligence can expand and grow and
does not remain fixed. When people with a growth mindset are con-
fronted with a disappointment or challenge, they’re more likely to think,
“What can | learn from this?” or “How can | improve the situation?” By
contrast, a person with a fixed mindset is more likely to think, “l can’t do
this” or “I give up.”

When you pair a growth mindset with a strong sense of purpose,
you’ll begin to see obstacles as opportunities to grow. Moreover, each
challenge you overcome will build your confidence and in turn contrib-
ute to a deeper sense of fulfillment as you pursue your purpose.

shape how you think, act, and make decisions. They help guide
you in choosing what’s right or wrong, who you want to be, and
how you treat others. Examples of values include honesty, kind-
ness, justice, respectfulness, and perseverance.

After you've identified your values, ask yourself what issues
matter most to you. This can inform your purpose. Often, life expe-
riences naturally shape what we find important. If mental health
issues have touched your life, promoting mental health aware-
ness might give you a sense of purpose. For instance, Jamie, a
teen who experienced vicious bullying in school, found purpose
in starting an advice column to help educate other tweens and
teens on how to stand up to bullies.

If you can’t think of anything, try this exercise inspired by the
nonprofit organization the Greater Good. Its members asked high
school students, “Imagine you’ve been given a magic wand, and
you can change anything you want to change™? in your com-
munity or the world. Once the students identified the issues that
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mattered to them, they were encouraged to think about actions
they could take to bring the world closer to their ideal. When you
try this exercise on your own, what issues comes up”? How do your
values align with what problems you would like solved? What steps
can you take to make a dent in these problems?

Self-help expert Mark Manson asserts, “To live a happy and
healthy life, we must hold on to values that are greater than our
own pleasure or satisfaction.”® To identify your purpose, reflect
on things you enjoy doing and why you love do-
ing them for reasons beyond your own pleasure. “To live a happy and
Let’s say you enjoy your job as a dog walker for healthy life, we must

. . L hold on to values
your neighbors. You might like it simply because that are greater than
you earn money. But if you dig deeper, you may our own pleasure or
realize you enjoy it because you know the dogs satisfaction.”*
like to get outside and walk, or because you're __ Mark Manson, sef-help
helping elderly neighbors who can no longer walk expert
their dogs, or because you enjoy the sense of
responsibility and connection that comes with caring for animals.

You might even appreciate that it allows you to spend time out-
doors and clear your mind.

From this exercise, you may understand that your values in-
volve having connection, compassion, responsibility, and mean-
ingful work. You might then realize that your sense of purpose
lies in helping others, caring for animals, or contributing to your
community. It could also mean that you’re drawn to careers or
volunteer work in animal care, health care, social work, or envi-
ronmental conservation.

Consider also how your strengths and skills might identify your
purpose. If you’re not sure what your strengths might be, Kendall
Bronk, a professor of psychology at Claremont Graduate Univer-
sity, suggests asking five people you trust—your parents, teachers,
or friends—questions like the following:

¢ \What do you think I’'m good at”?
¢ \What kinds of things do you think | truly enjoy doing”?
¢ How do you think I'll make a lasting impact?
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