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Abstract:  Scholarship over the last two decades has revealed that perceiving and living work as a calling or vocation is consistently linked to both career-related and general well-being (e.g., Dobrow et al., 2023). However, most of this research is cross-sectional, raising questions about whether a sense of calling causes well-being, flows out of it, has a reciprocal relationship with well-being, or shares with well-being a causal link with some common third variable(s) (Dik, 2023). The LIVE Project (Longitudinal Investigation of Vocational Exploration), a multi-site study funded by the Lilly Endowment, Inc., launched in July, 2025. It aims to establish the largest-ever longitudinal study of calling and vocation.  Across 35 independent colleges and universities in the United States that are part of NetVUE (Network for Vocation in Undergraduate Education), the project follows two cohorts of young adult participants, with initial plans to track them annually over four years using both quantitative and qualitative methods. The project is designed to illuminate best practices within education and career guidance for fostering a deepening sense of calling and vocation, particularly among undergraduate students as they progress through their university years and embark on adult life. This presentation will highlight the project’s design and goals and share highlights of findings from Wave 1, including answers to the following research questions: 
1) Which term (e.g., calling, vocation, or purpose) resonates most deeply with participants when thinking about their own life and future career? 
2) What proportion of participants think of their work as a calling, vocation, or purpose currently? 
3) What themes emerge in participants’ descriptions of their own calling, vocation, or purpose currently?
4) What barriers prevent participants from experiencing a calling, vocation, or purpose currently—and what can colleges or universities do to help students discern their path forward? 
5) For these participants, how does a sense of calling relate to various aspects of career development and well-being? 
Results will present descriptive statistics (RQ2#1 and RQ#2), qualitative analyses derived using innovative AI-assisted strategies to analyze free text responses at scale (RQ#3 and RQ#4; Player et al., in press), and inferential quantitative analyses of the Wave 1 data consisting of more than 6,000 participants and counting. Theoretical and practical implications will be explored, and attendees will be invited to consider the implications of the results for their own life and work, and for ways that calling and vocation may be fostered through career guidance and educational practice for students and emerging adults.
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