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The mediating effect of 
community identity and the 
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Introduction: Numerous studies have documented the adverse effects of 
residential mobility; however, its relationship with the sense of meaning in 
life remains underexplored. This study examines the mechanisms by which 
residential mobility influences the subjective sense of meaning in life, focusing 
on the mediating role of community identity and the moderating role of social 
comparison.

Methods: We used the platform “Creator of Data and Model” to conduct an 
online survey. The sample of adult participants recruited were aged <35 years 
(85.0%).

Results: The results revealed that residential mobility negatively predicts a sense 
of meaning in life, particularly through reduced community identity. Social 
comparison moderated these effects, with high social comparison tendencies 
exacerbating negative outcomes in specific dimensions.

Discussion: These findings advance our understanding of the psychological 
consequences of residential mobility and provide practical insights into 
supporting the well-being of mobile populations.

Conclusion: Enhancing community identity can mitigate the adverse effects of 
mobility, whereas tailored interventions for socially comparable individuals may 
improve their well-being.
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1 Introduction

Residential mobility, a common phenomenon in contemporary societies, refers to the 
frequency with which individuals relocate to different residences. This behavior is typically 
driven by the pursuit of economic opportunities, improved living conditions, or career 
advancement (Greenwood, 2019; Rabe and Taylor, 2010). While residential mobility is 
generally viewed as an adaptive response to these factors, its psychological effects—particularly 
concerning individuals’ sense of meaning in life—remain underexplored (Dai and Li, 2018; 
Zhang et al., 2021). Existing research has demonstrated that residential mobility can disrupt 
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family and social connections and lead to a decline in psychological 
stability and overall well-being (Choi and Oishi, 2020; Henkens et al., 
2024; Li et  al., 2019; Oishi and Schimmack, 2010). Additionally, 
mobility can significantly impact individuals’ self-concept (Oishi et al., 
2007; Zhang et al., 2020) and their willingness to explore new social 
environments (He et  al., 2023). These factors are intrinsically 
connected to an individual’s sense of meaning in life (Wang et al., 
2023). In this study, we explore how residential mobility influences life 
meaning, with a particular focus on the mediating role of community 
identity and the moderating role of social comparison.

1.1 Meaning in life and residential mobility

Meaning in life refers to an individual’s understanding of and 
concern for the factors that give significance to their existence. This 
multifaceted concept is generally divided into two primary 
dimensions: the presence of meaning and the search for meaning 
(King and Hicks, 2021; Steger et al., 2006). The presence of meaning 
pertains to the degree to which individuals perceive their lives as 
meaningful and fulfilling, while the search for meaning involves the 
ongoing pursuit of purpose and understanding (Steger et al., 2006). 
This carried unique psychological and emotional implications.

The presence of meaning is positively correlated with subjective 
well-being, life satisfaction, and mental health (Baumeister, 1991; 
Steger et al., 2006). Individuals who perceive their lives as meaningful 
are more likely to report higher levels of psychological well-being, 
including greater life satisfaction, enhanced coping strategies, and 
lower levels of stress and depression (Steger et al., 2006; Kleftaras and 
Psarra, 2012; Zhao et al., 2017). A strong sense of meaning in life has 
consistently been linked to positive mental health outcomes, including 
reduced anxiety and depressive symptoms (Li et al., 2023; Zhao et al., 
2017). In contrast, the search for meaning may be associated with 
negative emotional outcomes, such as existential anxiety or depression, 
especially when individuals experience disconnection or a lack of 
purpose (Heine et al., 2006; Park, 2010; Steger et al., 2009). These two 
dimensions are interrelated yet distinct, and previous research often 
treated them as a unified construct when studying life meaning. 
Therefore, in this study, we initially examined life meaning as a whole, 
providing a basis for the analysis, before separately exploring the 
two dimensions.

Residential mobility, or the frequency of relocation, is known to 
disrupt individuals’ sense of continuity and stability, which are 
essential for maintaining a coherent self-concept and sense of purpose 
(Oishi et al., 2007). Frequent relocations challenge individuals’ ability 
to form and sustain lasting relationships and stable environments, 
both of which are crucial for psychological well-being and the 
development of a meaningful life narrative (Gillath and Keefer, 2016). 
Research has shown that the disruption of these aspects, particularly 
social ties and personal stability, can directly diminish an individual’s 
sense of meaning in life. For instance, individuals who move 
frequently may struggle with a lack of social support, weakened 
community ties, and a diminished sense of belonging—all of which 
contribute to a reduced sense of life purpose (Diener and Tay, 2015;  
Hagge and Schacht, 2024).

The direct effect of residential mobility on life meaning can 
be understood through the lens of continuity theory, which posits that 
individuals derive meaning from the continuity of their relationships, 

self-concept, and life experiences (Atchley, 1989). According to 
Atchley (1989), continuity theory suggests that individuals maintain 
a sense of identity and purpose by preserving consistent patterns of 
behavior and relationships across different life stages. Frequent 
relocations disrupt this continuity, leading to a fragmented sense of 
self and a diminished ability to construct meaningful life narratives. 
This theory aligns with findings suggesting that frequent relocations 
exacerbate feelings of alienation and dissatisfaction, as individuals 
continuously adjust to new environments without the stability of 
established social networks (Liu et al., 2017; Park, 2010).

Based on this, the first hypothesis of this study is proposed: 
“Residential mobility negatively predicts the sense of meaning in life. 
Higher levels of residential mobility are expected to be associated with 
lower levels of meaning in life, which will manifest across both the 
presence of meaning and the search for meaning dimensions.”

1.2 The role of community identity

While residential mobility directly impacts meaning in life, 
community identity plays a significant mediating role in this 
relationship. Community identity, which refers to the emotional and 
functional attachment individuals have to a social environment, is 
crucial for maintaining a sense of belonging and stability (Heine et al., 
2006). Emotional identity refers to the deep emotional connections 
individuals form with their community, fostering a sense of belonging 
and psychological comfort (McMillan and Chavis, 1986). Conversely, 
functional identity includes the practical benefits provided by the 
community, such as resources, safety, and social support—elements 
that are necessary for coping with life’s challenges (Carter et al., 2023). 
Both dimensions are integral to shaping an individual’s sense of 
meaning in life, as they provide the emotional security and stability 
needed to construct and sustain coherent life narratives (Haslam et al., 
2005; Hoog and Pat-El, 2024).

Research has shown that disruptions in community identity 
caused by frequent relocations can diminish individuals’ sense of 
meaning in life. When individuals cannot form strong emotional 
connections with a community or access the resources and support 
offered by a stable community, they might struggle to maintain a 
coherent life narrative (Oishi, 2010b). This disruption limits access to 
the social and emotional resources necessary for constructing a 
meaningful life, leading to an increased sense of alienation and a 
decreased sense of life purpose. Therefore, community identity serves 
as a crucial mediator in the relationship between residential mobility 
and life meaning, where the loss of community identity exacerbates 
the negative effects of residential mobility on meaning in life.

Based on the above discussion, the second hypothesis is 
formulated as follows: “Community identity mediates the relationship 
between residential mobility and the sense of meaning in life. Frequent 
residential moves are expected to lead to a loss of community identity, 
which in turn diminishes the sense of meaning in life, including both 
the presence of meaning and the search for meaning.

1.3 The role of social comparison

Social comparison theory, initially proposed by Festinger (1954), 
suggests that individuals evaluate their attributes, abilities, and 
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opinions by comparing themselves to others. This tendency plays a 
crucial role in shaping emotional well-being and self-concept, 
particularly in dynamic and uncertain environments (Buunk and 
Gibbons, 2007). Social comparison can either serve as a source of 
motivation and self-improvement or lead to negative emotional 
outcomes, such as anxiety, low self-esteem, and depression (Steers 
et  al., 2014; Vogel et  al., 2015; Wu et  al., 2019). In the context of 
residential mobility, social comparison may exacerbate the 
psychological challenges associated with frequent relocations. 
Research indicates that individuals who are more prone to social 
comparison often experience heightened negative emotions, such as 
dissatisfaction and anxiety when adjusting to new environments 
(Buunk and Gibbons, 2007). These individuals may be particularly 
vulnerable to feelings of inadequacy when comparing themselves to 
others who appear more successful or integrated into their new 
environment, reinforcing their sense of instability and dissatisfaction 
(Steers et al., 2014).

Conversely, individuals with relatively low tendencies for social 
comparison may be better equipped to handle the uncertainty and 
instability associated with mobility, potentially mitigating the 
negative effects on their sense of meaning in life. Studies show that 
individuals who engage less in social comparison tend to experience 
better psychological adjustment during life transitions, such as 
relocation, by focusing more on personal growth and less on external 
benchmarks (Kashdan and Ciarrochi, 2013; Steers et al., 2014). This 
ability to regulate emotions through reduced social comparison can 
facilitate a smoother transition in unstable environments. 
Individuals with a tendency to engage in social comparisons may 
also be  more prone to maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as 
ruminating over social comparisons or feeling inadequate when 
faced with a perceived lack of social success (Vogel et al., 2015). This 
ruminative tendency exacerbates emotional distress, particularly in 
situations where individuals feel their current social environment 
does not align with their expectations or self-concept (Hu and Guo, 
2021; Zhang et al., 2023). This supports the argument that a lower 
tendency for social comparison can enable a healthier psychological 
adjustment to the challenges posed by residential mobility, 
protecting one’s sense of meaning in life from the disruptive effects 
of frequent relocation.

Based on this, the third hypothesis is proposed: “Social 
comparison moderates the relationship between residential mobility 
and the sense of meaning in life. Individuals with higher tendencies 
for social comparison will experience greater disruptions in their 
sense of meaning (in terms of both presence and search for meaning) 
because of residential mobility.”

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Participants

In this study, we employed an online survey method using the 
platform “Creator of Data and Model”; 533 adult participants were 
recruited using convenience sampling, with a response rate of 93.81%. 
After excluding 33 participants whose response times were either too 
short (less than 300 s) or excessively long (greater than 1,800 s), the 
final sample consisted of 500 individuals. All the participants provided 
informed consent before participating in the study.

The sample included adults aged <35 years (85.0%). Participants 
represented a diverse range of socioeconomic backgrounds and 
geographical regions across China. Concerning educational 
attainment, 12.8% of participants had completed junior college or 
lower, 73.8% held a bachelor’s degree, and 13.4% had obtained a 
master’s degree or higher. Regarding occupation, 29.6% were adult 
students, 16.8% were public sector employees or civil servants, 47.8% 
were corporate employees, and the remaining 5.8% of participants 
belonged to other occupational categories.

2.2 Measurements

2.2.1 Residential mobility
Residential mobility was assessed by asking participants to report 

the cumulative number of times they had changed their place of 
residence since birth. Responses were recorded numerically (e.g., “1” 
for one move, “2” for two moves) following the methodology 
established by Oishi et al. (2007).

2.2.2 Community identity
Community identity was measured using an 8-item scale 

developed by Xin and Ling (2015) that captured two dimensions: 
functional and emotional identity. The items were rated on a 6-point 
Likert scale. The scale demonstrated excellent reliability (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.83).

2.2.3 Meaning in life
The Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; Steger et al., 2006) 

was adapted to the Chinese context (Wang and Dai, 2008). The 
questionnaire (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77) consists of 10 items divided 
into two subscales: the ‘Presence of Meaning’ (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.90) and the ‘Search for Meaning’ (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91).

2.2.4 Social comparison
The Social Comparison Orientation Scale (Onyekachi et al., 2024) 

was used to evaluate participants’ tendencies to compare themselves 
with others. This scale also demonstrated high internal consistency in 
this study (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.88).

2.3 Statistical analyses

Data analysis was performed using SPSS software (version 23.0). 
Descriptive statistics and correlations among the key study variables 
were first examined. The Hayes’ PROCESS macro (version 4.1) was 
used to test the proposed hypotheses. Specifically, Model 4 was used 
to examine the mediating role of community identity, and Model 1 
was used to test the moderating role of social comparison. All 
demographic variables, including gender, age, education, and 
occupation, were controlled for in the analyses to ensure the 
robustness of the results.

2.4 Common method bias test

To address the potential common method bias due to self-
reported measures, a single-factor test was conducted. Seven factors 
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with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted, with the largest factor 
accounting for only 23.04% of the variance, which is well below the 
threshold of 40%. This indicates that the common method bias did not 
significantly affect the study results.

3 Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations between 
the study variables. The results showed a significant negative 
relationship between residential mobility and both community identity 
(r = −0.22, p < 0.01) and overall sense of meaning in life (r = −0.11, 
p < 0.05). Community identity was positively associated with the 
overall sense of meaning in life (r = 0.38, p < 0.01). Interestingly, 
residential mobility and community identity did not exhibit a 
significant relationship with the ‘Search for Meaning’ subscale.

In addition to the primary variables, demographic factors such as 
gender, age, educational level, and occupation were found to influence 
the sense of meaning in life. These variables were controlled for in 
subsequent analyses to isolate the effects of residential mobility and 
community identity.

3.1 The mediating role of community 
identity

To scrutinize the intermediary function of community identity in 
the nexus between residential mobility and the overall sense of 
meaning in life, we employed Process (Version 4.1) Model 4. After 
controlling for pertinent demographic covariates, our results reveal 
that residential mobility exerts a marked negative influence on both 
the sense of meaning in life (β = −0.78, t = −2.81, p = 0.005, 95% CI: 
[−1.33, −0.23]) and community identity (β = −1.06, t = −5.61, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI: [−1.43, −0.69]). When both residential mobility 
and community identity were simultaneously considered in predicting 
the sense of meaning in life, community identity emerged as a 
significant positive predictor (β = 0.50, t = 7.98, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 
[0.38, 0.62]), whereas the direct negative effect of residential mobility 
on the sense of meaning in life diminished to non-significance 
(β = −0.25, t = −0.93, p = 0.35, 95% CI: [−0.78, 0.28]). This outcome 

underscores the mediating role of community identity, thereby 
supporting the first and second hypotheses (Figure 1).

Previous research has demonstrated that the two dimensions—
the ‘Presence of Meaning’ and ‘Search for Meaning’—are distinct 
constructs with different psychological implications (Steger et al., 
2006). The presence of meaning refers to the degree to which 
individuals feel their lives are purposeful and fulfilled, whereas the 
search for meaning reflects an ongoing quest for purpose. These 
dimensions often display different relationships with psychological 
outcomes such as well-being, depression, and life satisfaction, and 
may therefore not be appropriately captured by the total score (Steger 
et al., 2009). Accordingly, we conducted further research on the sense 
of meaning in life dimensionally, separating the ‘Presence of Meaning’ 
and ‘Search for Meaning’ subscales of the MLQ. Considering the 
absence of a correlation between residential mobility and the search 
for meaning, the mediation analysis focused solely on the presence 
of the meaning dimension. Upon controlling for demographic 
confounders, residential mobility was found to significantly predict 
the presence of meaning (β = −0.93, t = −4.73, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 
[−1.32, −0.55]) and community identity (β = −1.06, t = −5.61, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI: [−1.44, −0.69]). When both variables concurrently 
predicted the presence of meaning, community identity emerged as 
a robust positive predictor (β = 0.45, t = 10.79, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 
[0.37, 0.54]), whereas residential mobility retained a significant 
negative effect, albeit attenuated (β = −0.45, t = −2.46, p = 0.01, 95% 
CI: [−0.81, −0.09]). This pattern suggests partial mediation by 
community identity, with a mediation effect size of −0.48 and a 95% 
bootstrap confidence interval (CI) of [−0.69, −0.30], accounting for 
51.79% of the total effect (Figure 2).

3.2 The moderating effect of social 
comparison

Using Model 1 within the PROCESS framework, we empirically 
examined the moderating influence of social comparison. The findings 
revealed a non-significant moderating effect, as evidenced by the 
interaction regression coefficient between residential mobility and 
social comparison, which yielded β = −0.01, t = −0.22, p = 0.82, with 
a 95% CI spanning zero ([−0.06, 0.05]). This result indicates that 

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables (n = 500).

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Sex 1.66 0.48 1

2. Age 1.78 0.82 −1.22** 1

3. Education level 2.01 0.51 0.03 −0.07 1

4. Occupation 2.41 1.11 −1.01* 0.47** −0.16** 1

5. Residential mobility 3.18 1.32 0.11* 0.21** −0.03 0.23** 1

6. Community identity 36.55 5.64 −0.19* 0.18** −0.01 −0.22** −0.22** 1

7. Meaning in life 52.26 8.02 −0.14** 0.12** 0.10* −0.11** −0.11* 0.38** 1

8. Presence of meaning 26.10 6.05 −0.23** 0.29** 0.06 −0.14** −0.14** 0.50** 0.69** 1

9. Search for meaning 26.16 5.86 0.05 0.13** 0.08 −0.01 −0.01 0.01 0.66** −0.09* 1

10. Social comparison 45.07 8.81 −0.08 −0.04 0.05 −0.06 −0.01 0.18** 0.33 0.08 0.37** 1

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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social comparison does not significantly alter the relationship between 
residential mobility and the overall sense of meaning in life.

To further explore the nuanced role of social comparison, its 
moderating effects were subsequently analyzed separately across two 
distinct dimensions of meaning in life: the ‘Presence of Meaning’ and 
‘Search for Meaning.’

Regarding the ‘Presence of Meaning’ dimension, the analysis 
yielded a significant moderating effect, with an interaction regression 
coefficient of β = 0.04, t = 2.014, p = 0.04, and a CI excluding zero ([0.00, 
0.09]). This suggested that social comparison positively moderates the 
relationship between mobility and the experience of meaning, indicating 
that individuals prone to social comparison exhibit significantly higher 
levels of perceived meaning at similar levels of residential mobility than 
those less inclined toward such comparisons (Figure 3).

Conversely, in the context of the search for the meaning 
dimension, the analysis revealed a significant negative moderating 
effect, characterized by an interaction regression coefficient of 
β = −0.05, t = −2.28, p = 0.02, with a CI excluding zero ([−0.09, 
−0.01]). This underscored the fact that social comparison negatively 
influences the relationship between mobility and the active pursuit of 
meaning, as individuals with a lower tendency toward social 
comparison exhibit a more pronounced search for meaning as their 
residential mobility increases, whereas those highly prone to social 
comparison demonstrate a diminished search for meaning under 
similar circumstances (Figure 4).

In summary, social comparison exerts a dual influence on the two 
dimensions of meaning in life, positively moderating the relationship 
between mobility and the presence of meaning, and negatively 
moderating the relationship between mobility and the search for 
meaning. Consequently, the third hypothesis was partially supported.

4 Discussion

This study revealed a significant negative correlation between 
residential mobility and sense of meaning in life, specifically in the 
‘Presence of Meaning’ dimension, while showing no direct impact on 
the search for meaning. These findings align with those of prior 
research (Oishi and Tsang, 2022), highlighting how frequent 
relocation disrupts psychological continuity and weakens individuals’ 
connections with their social environments, thereby reducing 
opportunities for self-expansion (Zhang and Li, 2018). Consequently, 
individuals often experience feelings of loneliness, confusion, and 
diminished social identity (Shi et al., 2022). These disruptions erode 
a sense of belonging (Shi et al., 2021), ultimately undermining the 
perceptions of meaning in life. This underscores the distinctive role 
of the presence of meaning as a critical component of the overall 
meaning in life.

In contrast, the absence of a relationship between residential 
mobility and the search for meaning highlights the independence of 
these two constructs. The search for meaning is influenced by various 
moderating factors, such as individual motivation and existing 
perceptions of purpose (Zhang and Li, 2018). This finding indicates 
that although residential mobility disrupts the stability required for a 
coherent sense of presence, it does not necessarily reduce individuals’ 
inclination to pursue meaning in life. These results underscore the 
nuanced relationship between the two dimensions of meaning in life, 
supporting the need for separate analyses in future research.

FIGURE 1

The mediating role of community identity between residential 
mobility and meaning in life. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2

The mediating role of community identity between residential 
mobility and presence of meaning. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 3

The moderating effect of social comparison between residential 
mobility and presence of meaning.

FIGURE 4

The moderating effect of social comparison between residential 
mobility and search for meaning.
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Many studies have focused on a single dimension of meaning in 
life due to its complex association with well-being. For example, the 
‘Presence of Meaning’ dimension is closely linked to greater life 
satisfaction and subjective well-being, whereas the ‘Search for 
Meaning’ dimension may correlate with stress or existential anxiety 
under certain conditions (King and Hicks, 2021; Steger et al., 2006). 
Differentiating these dimensions is essential, as they often exhibit 
distinct relationships with psychological and environmental factors. 
By analyzing these dimensions independently, we aim to clarify the 
dual impact of residential mobility on meaning in life. Specifically, the 
presence of meaning reflects stability and coherence supported by a 
strong community identity, while the search for meaning is shaped by 
broader motivational and contextual factors, such as tendencies 
toward social comparison. This theoretical distinction, outlined by 
Steger et al. (2006), aligns with prior empirical findings (Hu and Wang 
2023; Lavigne et al., 2012) that suggest combining these dimensions 
into a single construct can obscure the underlying psychological 
dynamics. By separating the two, this study enhances the clarity and 
relevance of its findings, providing practical insights for addressing 
the challenges faced by mobile populations.

Moreover, this study identified community identity as a crucial 
mediator in the relationship between residential mobility and the 
presence of meaning. Extended residential stability enhances 
belonging and identity, which are foundational for experiencing a 
meaningful life (Xin and Ling, 2015). In contrast, frequent relocation 
often leads to rootlessness, social isolation, and difficulty forming 
meaningful connections (Dou et al., 2019). These findings emphasize 
the importance of fostering community identity to mitigate the 
psychological challenges of mobility. Practical interventions could 
include community-building initiatives aimed at enhancing 
individuals’ sense of belonging, which may be particularly valuable in 
contexts of frequent residential mobility, such as urban areas with high 
rates of migration. Notably, this mediation effect is specific to the 
presence of meaning, as neither residential mobility nor community 
identity significantly relates to the search for meaning.

Additionally, our study revealed that the total scale score for social 
comparison did not exhibit significant moderating effects. This likely 
reflects the multifaceted nature of social comparison, which influences 
the two dimensions of meaning in life in opposing ways. Dimensional 
analyses showed that social comparison positively moderates the 
relationship between residential mobility and the presence of meaning, 
while negatively moderating the relationship with the search for 
meaning. This finding highlights the need to treat the presence of 
meaning and search for meaning as distinct constructs.

In this study, the presence of meaning reflects stability and 
coherence reinforced by a strong community identity, which social 
comparison can positively enhance when individuals perceive their 
lives as fulfilling. Conversely, the search for meaning is influenced by 
broader contextual and motivational factors, including excessive social 
comparison, which may increase dissatisfaction and confusion, 
hindering the pursuit of meaning. These opposing effects help explain 
why the total score for social comparison obscures its nuanced role in 
moderating the relationship between residential mobility and the two 
dimensions of meaning in life. This approach aligns with previous 
research (Lavigne et al., 2012; Steger et al., 2006) that demonstrated 
the value of independent dimensional analyses in uncovering unique 
psychological processes. By examining these dimensions separately, 
this study highlights the dual role of social comparison and its 

context-dependent influence on psychological outcomes. These 
findings deepen our understanding of how individual differences in 
social comparison tendencies interact with environmental and 
psychological factors to shape experiences of meaning in life.

Finally, this study offers a potential explanation for the modest 
negative correlation observed between the presence of meaning and the 
search for meaning in life (r = −0.094). This finding aligns with research 
conducted in the United States (Steger et al., 2008) but contrasts with 
the positive correlation reported in Chinese studies (Wang and Dai, 
2008). Two key factors may explain this discrepancy. First, the data were 
collected after the COVID-19 pandemic, a period marked by a 
heightened awareness of life’s fragility, prompting individuals to 
prioritize immediate meaning over the pursuit of long-term, undefined 
goals. Second, Wang and Dai (2008) attributed their findings to cultural 
differences such as the contrast between American individualism and 
Chinese collectivist interdependence. However, cultural disparities may 
diminish as societies become more interconnected and multicultural 
integration deepens. This shift is reflected in the weak negative 
correlation observed in this study, which deviates not only from earlier 
Chinese research but also from the moderate negative correlations 
observed in some contexts in the United States. This finding suggests 
that the relationship between the two dimensions of meaning in life is 
dynamic and shaped by cultural, temporal, and contextual factors.

While many people choose to migrate in search of better job 
opportunities, higher income, and career advancement, these 
economic and career factors undoubtedly play a leading role in 
mobility decisions. However, our results show that frequent relocation 
often negatively impacts individuals’ sense of meaning in life, 
especially concerning the psychological needs and personality 
differences of mobile populations. This study advances existing 
research by examining the psychological mechanisms linking 
residential mobility and a sense of meaning in life, with a particular 
focus on the mediating role of community identity and the 
moderating role of social comparison. These findings provide 
valuable insights into the dual impact of residential mobility on 
psychological well-being and elucidate both its detrimental effects 
and the conditions under which these effects may be mitigated. The 
practical implications emphasize the need for interventions aimed at 
fostering community identity to enhance the well-being of 
mobile populations.

Although this study offers valuable insights, it has several 
limitations that warrant further discussion. First, it assumes that 
residential mobility in modern society is driven primarily by 
aspirations for future development or an improved quality of life, 
implying an upward mobility trajectory. Consequently, the analysis 
focused solely on the frequency of mobility, without differentiating 
between upward and downward mobility. This oversight limits our 
ability to capture the nuanced psychological and social implications 
of different mobility types. Future research should aim to classify 
residential mobility in detail, examining how various types (e.g., 
upward vs. downward mobility) uniquely influence the sense of 
meaning in life and the associated psychological mechanisms.

Second, the observed correlation between the two dimensions of 
meaning in life—the ‘Presence of Meaning’ and ‘Search for 
Meaning’—deviates from previous findings. This study found a 
modest negative correlation, which contrasts with the positive 
correlation observed in previous studies conducted in China. 
Although cultural and temporal explanations have been proposed, 
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these findings require further verification. Additionally, as cultural 
contexts and societal dynamics continue to evolve, future studies 
should explore how these changes differentially affect the interplay 
between these dimensions in diverse populations.

Third, this study adopted a predominantly unidirectional approach, 
examining how residential mobility influences the sense of meaning in 
life and community identity. However, it is equally plausible that the 
relationship between community identity (mediator) and the sense of 
meaning in life (dependent variable) could operate in the opposite 
direction, where changes in the sense of meaning in life serve as a 
mediator between residential mobility and community identity. For 
instance, frequent residential mobility might first disrupt an individual’s 
sense of meaning in life, which subsequently undermines their 
community identity. To test this possibility, future research should 
employ longitudinal or experimental designs to explore if the sense of 
meaning in life acts as a mediator in this causal chain. Such 
investigations could provide a more nuanced understanding of how 
residential mobility impacts individual well-being and community 
integration. Additionally, future studies should address the temporal 
ordering of these variables, as this would clarify the directional nature 
of their relationships and enhance the robustness of the findings.

Finally, although these findings highlight the moderating role of 
social comparison, this study did not explore other individual 
differences or contextual factors that may influence these relationships. 
For instance, personality traits such as openness to experience, 
resilience, and extraversion can shape how individuals respond to 
frequent relocations. Similarly, broader societal factors, including 
urbanization trends and economic stability, may interact with mobility 
and affect psychological outcomes. Future research should incorporate 
these additional variables to develop a more holistic framework for 
understanding the psychological consequences of residential mobility.

In summary, while this study advances our understanding of the 
relationship between residential mobility and a sense of meaning in 
life, it also highlights critical areas for further exploration. Addressing 
these limitations through more nuanced and comprehensive 
methodologies will not only refine the theoretical framework but also 
offer practical insights for supporting mobile populations in 
increasingly dynamic societies.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/Supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Academic 
Committee of Zhengzhou Police College. The studies were conducted 
in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. 
The participants provided their written informed consent to 
participate in this study.

Author contributions

SW: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. DM: 
Writing – review & editing. ZN: Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the 
research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. The present 
study was supported by Beijing Social Science Fund (23SRB004) and 
Program for Innovation Research in Central University of Finance 
and Economics.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product 
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Supplementary material

The Supplementary material for this article can be found online 
at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501060/
full#supplementary-material

References
Atchley, R. C. (1989). A continuity theory of normal aging. The Gerontologist, 29, 

183–190.

Baumeister, R. F. (1991). Meanings of life. New York, NY: Guilford Press,  
45–67.

Buunk, A. P., and Gibbons, F. X. (2007). Social comparison: the end of a theory and 
the emergence of a field. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 102, 3–21. doi: 
10.1016/j.obhdp.2006.09.007

Carter, H., Dennis, A., Williams, N., and Weston, D. (2023). Identity-based social 
support predicts mental and physical health outcomes during COVID-19. Br. J. Soc. 
Psychol. 62, 845–865. doi: 10.1111/bjso.12600

Choi, H., and Oishi, S. (2020). The psychology of residential mobility: a decade of 
progress. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 32, 72–75. doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2019.07.008

Dai, Y., and Li, Y. (2018). The psychological effects of residential mobility: from the 
perspective of changes in social environment. Psychol. Sci. 41, 1185–1191. doi: 10.16719/j.
cnki.1671-6981.20180524

Diener, E., and Tay, L. (2015). Subjective well-being and human welfare around the world 
as reflected in the Gallup world poll. Int. J. Psychol. 50, 135–149. doi: 10.1002/ijop.12136

Dou, X. J., Tan, X. Y., and Yang, Z. N. (2019). The influence of residential mobility on 
young adults’ willingness to social participation. Psychology 17, 129–137. doi: 10.16842/j.
cnki.issn2095-5588.2019.03.001

Festinger, L. (1954). A Theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations. 7, 
117–140.

Gillath, O., and Keefer, L. A. (2016). Generalizing disposability: residential mobility and 
the willingness to dissolve social ties. Pers. Relat. 23, 186–198. doi: 10.1111/pere.12119

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501060
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501060/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501060/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2006.09.007
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12600
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2019.07.008
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20180524
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20180524
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijop.12136
https://doi.org/10.16842/j.cnki.issn2095-5588.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.16842/j.cnki.issn2095-5588.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12119


Weifang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501060

Frontiers in Psychology 08 frontiersin.org

Greenwood, M. J. (2019). “Migration and labor market opportunities” in Handbook 
of regional science. eds. M. M. Fischer and P. Nijkamp (Berlin, Germany: Springer), 
237–247.

Hagge, K., and Schacht, D. (2024). Variations in access to social support: the effects of 
residential mobility and spatial proximity to kin and family. Soc. Indic. Res. 172, 99–120. 
doi: 10.1007/s11205-023-03280-w

Haslam, S. A., O'Brien, A., Jetten, J., Vormedal, K., and Penna, S. (2005). Taking the 
strain: social identity, social support, and the experience of stress. Br. J. Soc. Psychol. 44, 
355–370. doi: 10.1348/014466605X37468

He, W., Qiu, J., Fu, A., and Zheng, D. (2023). The effect of residential mobility on the 
intention of social environment exploration for emerging adults. Curr. Psychol. 42, 
203–208. doi: 10.1007/s12144-021-01444-w

Heine, S. J., Proulx, T., and Vohs, K. D. (2006). The meaning maintenance model: on 
the coherence of social motivations. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 10, 88–110. doi: 
10.1207/s15327957pspr1002_1

Henkens, J. H. D., Kalmijn, M., and de Valk, H. A. G. (2024). Adolescent residential 
mobility and life satisfaction in emerging adulthood. J. Happiness Stud. 25, 25–45. doi: 
10.1007/s10902-024-00746-7

Hoog, N., and Pat-El, R. (2024). Social identity and health-related behavior: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis. Soc. Sci. Med. 344:116629. doi: 10.1016/j. 
socscimed.2024.116629

Hu, D., and Guo, Y. (2021). Relationship between interpersonal communication on the 
mobile social networks and subjective well-being in college student: a moderated mediation 
model. Chin. J. Health Psychol. 29, 1376–1381. doi: 10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2021.09.021

Hu, J., and Wang, Y. (2023). Relationship between meaning in life and internalizing 
and externalizing problems of adolescents: the sequential mediating role of social 
connectedness and resilience. Chin. J. Health Psychol. 31, 1853–1859. doi: 10.13342/j.
cnki.cjhp.2023.12.018

Kashdan, T. B., and Ciarrochi, J. (Eds.). (2013). Mindfulness, acceptance, and positive 
psychology: The seven foundations of well-being. New Harbinger Publications.

King, L. A., and Hicks, J. A. (2021). The science of meaning in life. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 
72, 561–584. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-072420-122921

Kleftaras, G., and Psarra, E. (2012). Meaning in life, psychological well-being and 
depressive symptomatology: a comparative study. Psychology 3, 337–345. doi: 
10.4236/psych.2012.34048

Lavigne, G. L., Forest, J., and Crevier-Braud, L. (2012). Passion at work and burnout: 
A two-study test of the mediating role of flow experiences. Eur. J. Work Org. Psychol. 21, 
518–546. doi: 10.1080/1359432X.2011.578390

Li, M., Li, W. Q., and Li, L. M. W. (2019). Sensitive periods of moving on mental health 
and academic performance among university students. Front. Psychol. 10, 1–11. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01289

Li, X., Zhang, S., and Wang, Y. (2023). The relationship between meaning in life and 
depression among Chinese adolescents: the mediating role of cognitive failures and the 
moderating role of mindfulness. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 20:3041. doi: 
10.3390/ijerph20043041

Liu, Y., Zhang, F., Wu, F., Liu, Y., and Li, Z. (2017). The subjective wellbeing of 
migrants in Guangzhou, China: the impacts of the social and physical environment. 
Cities 60, 333–342. doi: 10.1016/j.cities.2016.10.008

McAdams, D. P. (2001). The psychology of life stories. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 5, 100–122. 
doi: 10.1037/1089-2680.5.2.100

McMillan, D. W., and Chavis, D. M. (1986). Sense of community: a definition and 
theory. J. Community Psychol. 14, 6–23. doi: 10.1002/1520-6629(198601) 
14:1<6::AID-JCOP2290140103>3.0.CO;2-I

Oishi, S. (2010b). The psychology of residential mobility: implications for the self, 
social relationships, and well-being. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 5, 5–21. doi: 
10.1177/1745691609356781

Oishi, S., Lun, J., and Sherman, G. D. (2007). Residential mobility, self-concept, and positive 
affect in social interactions. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 93, 131–141. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.131

Oishi, S., Rothman, A. J., Snyder, M., Su, J., Zehm, K., Hertel, A. W., et al. (2007). The 
socioecological model of procommunity action: the benefits of residential stability. J. 
Pers. Soc. Psychol. 93, 831–844. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.93.5.831

Oishi, S., and Schimmack, U. (2010). Residential mobility, well-being, and mortality. 
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 98, 980–994. doi: 10.1037/a0019389

Oishi, S., and Tsang, S. (2022). The socio-ecological psychology of residential mobility. 
J. Consum. Psychol. 32, 519–536. doi: 10.1002/jcpy.1310

Onyekachi, B. N., Alich, C. J., Mefoh, P., and Oluchi, O. (2024). Relationship between 
social support, meaning in life, depression and suicide behavior among medical 
students: A cross-sectional study. Curr. Psychol. 43:1033010338. doi: 10.1007/
s12144-023-05153-4

Park, C. L. (2010). Making sense of the meaning literature: an integrative review of meaning 
making and its health implications. Psychol. Bull. 136, 257–301. doi: 10.1037/a0018301

Rabe, B., and Taylor, M. (2010). Residential mobility, quality of neighbourhood and 
life course events. J. R. Stat. Soc. A. Stat. Soc. 173, 531–555. doi: 10.1111/j.1467- 
985X.2009.00626.x

Shi, T., Chen, J. Z., and Jia, L. (2021). Residential mobility, linguistic extremity and 
information sharing intention. Manag. Rev. 33, 139–147. doi: 10.14120/j.cnki.
cn11-5057/f.2021.08.012

Shi, P. F., Li, X. M., Zhu, Z. H., Lin, X. L., and Geng, B. (2022). Research on the impact 
of residential mobility on Consumers' conspicuous consumption: based on consumer 
self-construction perspective. J. Southwest Univ. (Natural Science Edition). 44, 137–146. 
doi: 10.13718/j.cnki.xdzk.2022.05.016

Steers, M. L. V., Wiekham, R. E., and Aeitelli, L. K. (2014). Seeing everyone else's 
highlight reels: how Facebook usage is linked to depressive symptoms. J. Soc. Clin. 
Psychol. 33, 701–731. doi: 10.1521/jscp.2014.33.8.701

Steger, M. F., Frazier, P., Oishi, S., and Kaler, M. (2006). The meaning in life 
questionnaire: assessing the presence of and search for meaning in life. J. Couns. Psychol. 
53, 80–93. doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.80

Steger, M. F., Kawabata, Y., Shimai, S., and Otake, K. (2008). The meaningful life in 
Japan and the United States: levels and correlates of meaning in life. J. Res. Pers. 42, 
660–678. doi: 10.1016/j.jrp.2007.09.003

Steger, M. F., Oishi, S., and Kashdan, T. B. (2009). Meaning in life across the life span: 
levels and correlates of meaning in life from emerging adulthood to older adulthood. J. 
Posit. Psychol. 4, 43–52. doi: 10.1080/17439760802303127

Vogel, E. A., Rose, J. P., Okdie, B. M., Eckles, K., and Franz, B. (2015). Who 
compares and despairs? The effect of social comparison orientation on social media 
use and its outcomes. Personal. Individ. Differ. 86, 249–256. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2015. 
06.026

Wang, M. C., and Dai, X. Y. (2008). Chinese meaning in life questionnaire revised in 
college students and its reliability and validity test. Chin. J. Clin. Psych. 5, 459–461.

Wang, Z., Liu, H., and Chen, X. (2023). Relationship between social support, meaning 
in life, depression and suicide behavior among medical students: a cross-sectional study. 
Curr. Psychol.

Wu, W. F., Li, T., Lu, Y. B., and Zhao, S. Y. (2019). Social comparison orientation and 
depression in college students: the role of interpersonal self-support coming from 
gender difference. J. Psychol. Sci. 42, 591–597. doi: 10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20190312

Xin, Z. Q., and Ling, X. H. (2015). Urban residents’ community identity: concept, 
measurement and its correlates. Psychol. Res. 8, 64–72.

Zhang, C., Guan, J. Y., Xu, Q., and Hou, Z. (2023). Social comparative tendency and 
materialism. Chin. J. Health Psychol. 31, 418–422. doi: 10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2023. 
03.019

Zhang, R. W., and Li, D. (2018). How to experience a meaningful life: based on the 
integration of theoretical models on meaning in life. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 26, 744–760. doi: 
10.3724/SP.J.1042.2018.00744

Zhang, R. W., Wong, P. T. P., and Li, D. (2020). The effects of relationship and self-
concept on meaning in life: a longitudinal study. J. Psychol. Sci. 43, 1154–1161. doi: 
10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20200518

Zhang, Y., Coid, J., Liu, X., Zhang, Y. M., Sun, H., and Li, X. J. (2021). Lasting effects 
of residential mobility during childhood on psychopathology among Chinese university 
students. BMC Psychiatry 21:45. doi: 10.1186/s12888-020-03018-9

Zhao, N., Ma, M., and Xin, Z. Q. (2017). Mental mechanism and the influencing 
factors of meaning in life. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 25, 1003–1011. doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1042.2017. 
01003

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501060
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-023-03280-w
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466605X37468
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01444-w
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr1002_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-024-00746-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116629
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116629
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2021.09.021
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2023.12.018
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2023.12.018
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-072420-122921
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2012.34048
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2011.578390
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01289
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2016.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.2.100
https://doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(198601)14:1<6::AID-JCOP2290140103>3.0.CO;2-I
https://doi.org/10.1002/1520-6629(198601)14:1<6::AID-JCOP2290140103>3.0.CO;2-I
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691609356781
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.131
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.5.831
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019389
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1310
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-05153-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-05153-4
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018301
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-985X.2009.00626.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-985X.2009.00626.x
https://doi.org/10.14120/j.cnki.cn11-5057/f.2021.08.012
https://doi.org/10.14120/j.cnki.cn11-5057/f.2021.08.012
https://doi.org/10.13718/j.cnki.xdzk.2022.05.016
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2014.33.8.701
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.80
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2007.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760802303127
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.06.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.06.026
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20190312
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2023.03.019
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2023.03.019
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2018.00744
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.20200518
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-020-03018-9
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2017.01003
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2017.01003

	The mediating effect of community identity and the moderating effect of social comparison in the relationship between residential mobility and sense of meaning in life
	1 Introduction
	1.1 Meaning in life and residential mobility
	1.2 The role of community identity
	1.3 The role of social comparison

	2 Materials and methods
	2.1 Participants
	2.2 Measurements
	2.2.1 Residential mobility
	2.2.2 Community identity
	2.2.3 Meaning in life
	2.2.4 Social comparison
	2.3 Statistical analyses
	2.4 Common method bias test

	3 Results
	3.1 The mediating role of community identity
	3.2 The moderating effect of social comparison

	4 Discussion

	References

