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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the reliability and construct validity 
of a Japanese translation of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire-Short Form 
(MLQ-SF-J), a brief self-report measure of the presence of meaning in life. 
Data were collected from two samples of 382 Japanese college students (177 
women, 205 men; mean age = 20.92 years, SD = 0.66) and 407 Japanese adult 
workers (196 women, 211 men; mean age = 38.83 years, SD = 9.88). Explora-
tory factor analysis clearly supported the expected one-factor structure of the 
MLQ-SF-J in both samples. The MLQ-SF-J was found to have good internal 
consistency reliability in both samples (Cronbach’s alphas = 0.80 and 0.86) 
and 4-week test-retest reliability in the student sample (r = 0.70). As expected, 
moderate correlations with hedonic well-being scores and high correlations 
with eudaimonic well-being scores were generally found in both samples. 
Correlations between scores on the MLQ-SF-J and a purpose in life scale were 
also high, as expected. The MLQ-SF-J was found to be a reliable and valid 
measure useful for a large-scale research on purpose in life in the Japanese 
population. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Meaning in Life: Relationships with Well-Being and Definition 

Meaning in life has received increasing and renewed attention with the growing 
focus on positive psychology (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
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2000). In positive psychology, as well as humanistic psychology, it is commonly 
assumed that experiencing meaning in life is a fundamental element of human 
functioning and the good life (Heintzelman & King, 2014a; Ryan & Deci, 2001; 
Ryff & Singer, 1998). One reason is that in the last several decades, an impressive 
number of studies have found that the experience of meaning in life substantially 
contributes to well-being and health (Heintzelman & King, 2014a; Steger, 2009, 
2012). Meaning in life is thus an important domain for understanding well-being 
(Deci & Ryan, 2008; Diener & Seligman, 2004; Ryff & Singer, 1998). 

There are two distincts, yet related theoretical traditions of well-being: hedon-
ic well-being and eudaimonic well-being (Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Ryan 
& Deci, 2001; Waterman, 1993). Hedonic well-being has been specified in terms 
of three aspects: life satisfaction as a cognitive aspect, the presence of positive af-
fect, and the absence of negative affect as affective aspects (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 
Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006). In contrast, eudaimonic well-being focuses on 
psychological flourishing and personal growth (Keyes et al., 2002; Ryan & Deci, 
2001; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Although meaning in life itself is neither hedonic nor 
eudaimonic (Steger, Shin, Shim, & Fitch-Martin, 2013), it has been considered a 
core component of eudaimonic well-being (Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Ryff 
& Keyes, 1995; Steger, 2009). Hence, meaning in life has a closer association with 
eudaimonic well-being than hedonic well-being (Heintzelman & King, 2014a; 
Steger, 2012). 

Despite general agreement on the importance of meaning in life for well-being 
and humanity, a unifying theoretical framework is lacking, and hence numerous 
definitions regarding meaning in life have been proposed (Heintzelman & King, 
2014a; Steger, 2012; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). As a definition broad-
ly encompassing the major definitions of meaning in life, Steger et al. (2006: p. 
81) suggested “the sense made of, and significance felt regarding, the nature of 
one’s being and existence”. Recently, three central components of meaning in 
life have been advocated: a sense of purpose in goal directions, a sense of signi-
ficance about mattering, and a sense of coherence about one’s life making sense 
(Heintzelman & King, 2014a, 2014b; Martela & Steger, 2016). Additionally, re-
searchers have typically examined the two principal dimensions of meaning in 
life: presence of meaning and search for meaning (Bloch, Farrell, Hook, Van 
Tongeren, Penberthy, & Davis, 2017). The presence of meaning refers to the de-
gree to which people feel that their life is meaningful, whereas the search for 
meaning refers to the degree to which people seek out meaning in their lives 
(Bloch et al., 2017; Steger et al., 2006). 

1.2. Measures of Meaning in Life 

Although there are many measures of meaning in life reflecting the numerous 
definitions that have been offered, most studies have used one of three measures 
(Steger et al., 2006): the Purpose in Life Test (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964), 
the Life Regard Index (Battista & Almond, 1973), and the Meaning Scale of the 
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Sense of Coherence (Antonovsky, 1987). After Steger et al. (2006) criticized these 
existing measures as having characteristics that muddle the nomological net-
work of meaning, they developed a new measure of meaning in life, the Meaning 
in Life Questionnaire (MLQ). 

The MLQ is a 10-item measure that has been widely used by many researchers 
comprising two 5-item subscales to assess either presence of meaning or search 
for meaning. Items are rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (absolutely un-
true) to 7 (absolutely true). The total score for each subscale is simply the sum of 
all the item scores. The range of possible scores is 5 to 35, with higher scores in-
dicating greater meaning in life. Each subscale showed good internal consistency 
reliability and good test-retest reliability over one month (Steger et al., 2006). 
Items comprising each subscale loaded onto two separate factors. The conver-
gent and discriminant validity of both subscales was supported by a multi-
trait-multimethod approach as well as by simple correlations between scores on 
the subscales and various variables (Steger et al., 2006). The MLQ is also availa-
ble in Japanese (Steger, Kawabata, Shimai, & Otake, 2008).  

In addition, there is a short form of the presence subscale, called the Meaning 
in Life Questionnaire-Short Form (MLQ-SF: Steger & Samman, 2012). The 
MLQ-SF consists of three items that slightly modified the items chosen from the 
MLQ. Each item is rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (Not at all true) to 4 
(Completely true). The total score is the sum of all the item scores. The range of 
possible scores is 3 to 12, with higher scores indicating the greater presence of 
meaning in life. The Spanish translation of the original MLQ-SF (English ver-
sion) was validated using data from Chilean adults (Steger & Samman, 2012). 
The Spanish translation showed a one-factor structure and good internal consis-
tency reliability. Construct validity was supported by the relationships with 
well-being indices, including basic psychological needs satisfaction, life satisfac-
tion, and domain satisfaction. 

The influence of cultural context on meaning in life has been pointed out 
(Heintzelman & King, 2014a; Steger et al., 2008; Steger & Samman, 2012). For 
example, it has found that American samples had higher scores on the presence 
subscale of the MLQ than Japanese samples (Steger et al., 2008). However, most 
of the research on meaning in life has been conducted in industrialized Western 
nations (Steger & Samman, 2012), and thus cross-cultural understanding of 
meaning in life requires more research in other nations including Japan. For this 
purpose, a reliable and valid measure, particularly a brief one useful in 
large-scale research, is needed to assess meaning in life. 

1.3. The Purpose of This Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the reliability and construct validity of 
the MLQ-SF translated into Japanese (MLQ-SF-J) so as to make it available for 
large-scale research. Data were collected from two samples: Japanese college 
students and adult workers. To assess test-retest reliability, only the college stu-
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dents completed the MLQ-SF-J twice at a 4-week interval. Although meaning in 
life is closely related to well-being, a closer relationship is expected to eudai-
monic well-being than hedonic well-being, which should be rather weak (Steger 
& Kashdan, 2007). For example, Steger & Samman (2012) found a moderate 
correlation (r = .43) between the MLQ-SF and life satisfaction scores. For this 
reason, it was assumed that the MLQ-SF-J scores would be moderately corre-
lated with scores for hedonic well-being but highly correlated with scores for 
eudaimonic well-being.  

In some previous studies, meaning in life has been treated as a distinct con-
struct from purpose in life (George & Park, 2013; Scheier, Wrosch, Baum, Co-
hen, Martire, Matthews, Schulz, & Zdaniuk, 2006). Other studies have consi-
dered these to be interchangeable or overlapping constructs (George & Park, 
2013; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Martela & Steger, 2016). In particular, Item 1 of the 
MLQ-SF, “My life has a clear meaning or purpose”, does not clearly distinguish 
between meaning and purpose. Hence, the MLQ-SF-J scores should be highly 
correlated with scores for purpose in life. Additionally, it was expected that the 
MLQ-SF-J scores would be negatively correlated with scores on negative affect 
measures and positively correlated with the other scores. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants 

There were two samples of participants in this study. Sample A consisted of 382 
Japanese students (177 women and 205 men) from two colleges in urban areas of 
Japan. The mean age was 20.92 years (SD = 0.66, range 20 to 22 years). Sample B 
consisted of 407 full-time working adults (196 women and 211 men). Their 
mean age was 38.83 years (SD = 9.88, range 22 to 59 years), and they had a va-
riety of occupations, mainly clerical (36.5%), factory (29.8%), and sales (14.6%). 
Most of them worked in urban areas in Japan. 

2.2. Measures 
2.2.1. Meaning in Life Questionnaire-Short Form 
The original MLQ-SF was translated from English into Japanese using a transla-
tion and back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1970). One bilingual researcher 
translated the items of the MLQ-SF into Japanese, and the other bilingual re-
searcher translated the items from Japanese into English. Consistency between 
the translation and the back translation was then checked by the two researchers. 
This process was followed repeatedly until an acceptable degree of consistency 
was achieved. Cultural relevance and item difficulty had little influence on the 
translation process because the items of the original MLQ-SF are written plainly 
and express experiences familiar to Japanese people. After the process was com-
plete, three graduate students confirmed that they had no problem understand-
ing the translated items. The Japanese translation of the MLQ-SF (MLQ-SF-J) 
used the same 4-point response format as the original MLQ-SF. 
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2.2.2. Well-Being Measures 
1) Life satisfaction 
The Japanese version of the 5-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Em-

mons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; Sumi, 2008) was used to measure life satisfaction. 
The Japanese version uses a 5-point response format ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Good internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.84) and factorial validity, identifying a single factor structure, were 
supported for the Japanese version (Sumi, 2008). 

2) Positive and negative affect 
Positive and negative affect was assessed using the Japanese version of the 

12-item Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (Diener et al., 2010; Sumi, 
2013, 2014). This scale has a 6-item positive affect subscale and a 6-item negative 
affect subscale. The items use a 5-point response format ranging from 1 (very 
rarely or never) to 5 (very often or always). The subscales had good internal con-
sistency reliability (Cronbach’s alphas = 0.86 to 0.93) and test-retest reliability 
over one month (rs = 0.60 and 0.57), and the items loaded onto two separate 
factors (Sumi, 2013, 2014). Convergent validity was supported by correlations 
with scores on several well-being measures (Sumi, 2013). 

3) Eudaimonic well-being 
Psychosocial flourishing as eudaimonic well-being was measured using the 

Japanese version of the 8-item Flourishing Scale (Diener et al., 2010; Sumi, 2013, 
2014). The items of this measure describe broad and important aspects of hu-
man functioning, and are rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Good internal consistency reliability 
(Cronbach’s alphas = 0.94 to 0.95) and test-retest reliability over one month (r = 
0.87) were obtained (Sumi, 2013, 2014). A single factor structure was found as 
expected (Sumi, 2013). Correlations with scores on several well-being measures 
supported convergent validity of the Japanese version (Sumi, 2013). 

4) Purpose in life 
To assess purpose in life, the Japanese version of the 6-item Life Engagement 

Test was used (Scheier et al., 2006; Sumi, 2018). The items of this measure are 
rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Half of the items are reverse scored to yield a total scale score. The measure has 
good internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s alphas = 0.82 to 0.86), test-retest 
reliability over one month (r = 0.76), and a single factor structure as expected 
(Sumi, 2018). Acceptable convergent validity was supported by correlations with 
scores on several well-being measures (Sumi, 2013). Construct validity was sup-
ported through correlations with scores on the well-being measures (Sumi, 2013). 

2.3. Procedure of Questionnaire Administration 

All the students in Sample A participated in two questionnaire sessions sepa-
rated by a 4-week interval (Time 1 and Time 2). They completed the MLQ-SF-J 
at Time 1 and Time 2 and other measures only at Time 1. The adult workers in 
Sample B completed all the measures in one questionnaire session. All the par-
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ticipants voluntarily took part in this study after giving informed consent. Ethi-
cal clearance for the study was obtained from the relevant ethical committee. 

2.4. Data Analysis 

First, to examine the factor structure of the MLQ-SF-J, exploratory factor analy-
sis using principal axis factoring was conducted using the data from each sam-
ple. Although confirmatory factor analysis is generally needed to confirm the 
factor structure of the MLQ-SF-J, this analysis was not performed in this study 
because a one-factor model with three observed variables corresponding to the 
scale items to be tested constituted a saturated model, which does not allow the 
evaluation of goodness of fit between the data and the model. Second, corrected 
item-total correlations and Cronbach’s alphas were calculated using the data 
from Sample A and Sample B to assess the internal consistency reliability of the 
MLQ-SF-J. Third, test-retest reliability was examined using the data at Time 1 
and Time 2 from the student sample (Sample A). Finally, construct validity was 
examined by assessing correlations between scores on the MLQ-SF-J, the he-
donic and eudaimonic well-being measures, and purpose in life scale using the 
data from Sample A and Sample B. 

3. Results 
3.1. Factor Structure 

Exploratory factor analysis was performed on the data from Sample A at Time 1 
and Time 2 and Sample B. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measures of sampling ade-
quacy were 0.70, 0.72, and 0.71, and Bartlett’s tests of sphericity yielded 211.63, 
275.11, and 540.22 (ps < 0.01), respectively. These findings supported the suita-
bility of the data set for factor analysis. As shown in Table 1, the factor analysis 
with each sample extracted only one factor with eigenvalues greater than 1.0, 
accounting for more than 70% of the variance. The factor loadings of the items 
were all greater than 0.67. 

3.2. Internal Consistency and Temporal Stability 

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, range of scores, corrected 
item-total correlations, and Cronbach’s alphas for the MLQ-SF-J in each sample. 
The corrected item-total correlations were moderate to high (0.59 to 0.80). 
Cronbach’s alphas for internal consistency reliability ranged from 0.80 to 0.86 
and had similar values across the samples. The correlation between MLQ-SF-J 
scores at Time 1 and Time 2 in Sample 1 was high (0.70). Although the mean 
scores on the MLQ-SF-J for Sample A at Time 1 were significantly lower than 
those for Sample A at Time 2 and Sample B (ps < 0.01), the effect sizes of these 
differences were small (ds = 0.20 and 0.21). 

3.3. Correlations with Other Measure Scores 

The correlations between scores on the MLQ-SF-J and well-being measures are 
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summarized in Table 3. In general, the correlations were in the expected direc-
tion and similar between the two samples. In both samples, MLQ-SF-J scores 
were moderately positively correlated with scores on the Satisfaction with Life 
Scale and Positive Affect Scale (0.39 to 0.46). Although correlations between 
scores on the MLQ-SF-J and Negative Affect Scale were negative and significant 
in both samples as expected, they were low in Sample A and moderate in Sample 
B, −0.14 and −0.43, respectively. The Flourishing Scale scores were highly corre-
lated with the MLQ-SF-J scores (0.63 and 0.68) in both samples. Likewise, there 
were high correlations between the Life Engagement Test and MLQ-SF-J scores 
(0.61 and 0.71). 

 
Table 1. Factor loadings for exploratory factor analysis. 

  Sample A  

 Item Time 1 Time 2 Sample B 

Factor Loading 

 

 

Eigenvalue 

% of variance 

1 

2 

3 

 

 

0.78 

0.82 

0.67 

2.14 

71.24 

0.84 

0.91 

0.75 

2.38 

79.46 

0.80 

0.83 

0.72 

2.28 

76.01 

 
Table 2. Means, standard deviations, range of scores, and cronbach’s alphas of MLQ- 
SF-J. 

Sample  M SD Range of Scores CITC Cronbach’s α 

Sample A 

 

Sample B 

Time 1 

Time 2 

 

7.53 

7.94 

7.94 

2.06 

2.10 

1.76 

3 - 12 

3 - 12 

3 - 12 

0.59 - 0.68 

0.70 - 0.80 

0.64 - 0.71 

0.80 

0.86 

0.84 

Note: CITC = corrected item-total correlations. 

 
Table 3. Correlations between scores on MLQ-SF-J and well-being measures. 

Sample Measure r 95% CI M SD Cronbach’s α 

Sample A 

Satisfaction with Life Scale 

Positive Affect Scale 

Negative Affect Scale 

Flourishing Scale 

Life Engagement Test 

0.39 

0.39 

−0.14 

0.63 

0.61 

[0.31, 0.48] 

[0.31, 0.48] 

[−0.24, −0.04] 

[0.56, 0.68] 

[0.54, 0.67] 

13.29 

20.98 

17.25 

36.16 

21.05 

3.46 

4.54 

4.46 

7.05 

4.42 

0.73 

0.92 

0.80 

0.81 

0.85 

Sample B 

Satisfaction with Life Scale 

Positive Affect Scale 

Negative Affect Scale 

Flourishing Scale 

Life Engagement Test 

0.40 

0.46 

−0.43 

0.68 

0.71 

[0.33, 0.47] 

[0.38, 0.54] 

[−0.50, −0.35] 

[0.62, 0.73] 

[0.66, 0.76] 

14.20 

20.08 

16.40 

37.16 

21.43 

3.61 

4.82 

5.00 

6.46 

4.05 

0.82 

0.92 

0.87 

0.80 

0.83 

Note: All correlations are significant at p < 0.01. 
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4. Discussion 

The aim of this study was to validate a Japanese translation of the MLQ-SF, 
which was designed as a brief measure to assess the presence of meaning in life. 
The data obtained from two independent samples were used to examine the 
psychometric properties of the MLQ-SF-J. The factor structure of the MLQ-SF-J 
was confirmed with exploratory factor analysis. Internal consistency reliability 
was examined using corrected item-total correlations and Cronbach’s alphas. 
Test-retest reliability over a 4-week period was evaluated with the data from the 
student sample. Construct validity was examined by assessing correlations with 
scores for well-being. 

The factor analysis identified a clear single factor structure, in common with 
the MLQ-SF (Steger & Samman, 2012). This factor structure was found in both 
the student sample and the adult worker sample. The findings support the fac-
torial validity of the MLQ-SF-J across the different samples. Additionally, tem-
poral stability of the single-factor structure over a 4-week period was found in 
the data from the student sample. 

The internal consistency reliability of the MLQ-SF-J was deemed good, with 
Cronbach’s alphas ranging from 0.80 to 0.86, indicating values appropriate to a 
short form measure (Streiner, Norman, & Cairney, 2015). The correlation be-
tween MLQ-SF-J scores at Time 1 and Time 2 in the student sample was 0.70. It 
was previously reported that the test-retest reliability coefficient of the Presence 
subscale of the MLQ was 0.70 over a 1-month period in an American sample 
(Steger et al., 2006), and that the coefficient of the Presence subscale of the Japa-
nese version of the MLQ was 0.66 over a 4-week period in a Japanese sample 
(Steger et al., 2008). These previous results are fairly similar to the present result. 
For this reason, good temporal stability of the MLQ-SF-J over a 4-week interval 
is supported. 

The correlations with scores on the well-being measures provide support for 
the construct validity of the MLQ-SF-J. Although there were relatively large dif-
ferences in the correlations of the MLQ-SF-J scores with the negative affect 
scores between the two samples, the correlations with the scores for the hedonic 
well-being measures generally show the expected relationships to the MLQ-SF-J 
scores in both samples. The MLQ-SF scores are moderately correlated with life 
satisfaction scores (Steger & Samman, 2012). In addition, previous studies found 
that the Presence subscale scores of the MLQ had moderate to high correlations 
with life satisfaction scores ranging from 0.46 to 0.63 (Steger et al., 2006; Steger 
& Kashdan, 2007), moderate correlations with positive affect (love and joy) 
scores, and low to moderate correlations with negative affect (fear, anger, shame, 
and sadness) scores (Steger et al., 2006). These correlations reported in previous 
studies are similar to those in the present study. Therefore, the present findings 
regarding the correlations support the convergent validity of the MLQ-SF-J. 

As predicted, there was a high correlation between scores on the MLQ-SF-J 
and the measure of eudaimonic well-being, which includes meaning in life as a 
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component (Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Steger, 2009). 
Furthermore, the MLQ-SF-J scores were highly or very highly correlated with 
scores for purpose in life, which is often supposed to have construct overlap with 
meaning in life (George & Park, 2013; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Martela & Steger, 
2016), in common with eudaimonic well-being. These expected correlations 
were found in both college students and adult workers. Therefore, the results 
support the convergent validity of the MLQ-SF-J across the two samples. The 
values of reliability and the mean scores of the MLQ-SF-J, as well as its validity, 
were relatively similar between the student sample and the adult worker sample. 

The findings of this study indicate that the MLQ-SF-J is a useful measure for 
assessing meaning in life with appropriate reliability and construct validity. 
However, several potential limitations of this study should be addressed. First, 
because the sample population was limited to college students and adult work-
ers, the results may not be generalizable to other populations. The psychometric 
properties of the MLQ-SF-J should be further examined using various popula-
tions such as the elderly or clinical samples. Second, test-retest reliability was 
examined over a 4-week interval. In the future, the temporal stability of the 
MLQ-SF-J scores should be examined over longer intervals. Third, construct va-
lidity was examined through correlations with well-being measure scores. Future 
studies should examine associations with scores for various constructs and other 
aspects of psychometric properties, such as criterion-related validity. 

Despite these limitations, this study provides preliminary but compelling evi-
dence for the psychometric properties of the MLQ-SF-J. This measure is brief 
and convenient enough for easy use in large-scale research. The use of the 
MLQ-SF-J is expected to promote a greater understanding of meaning in life 
among Japanese people. 
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