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In this study, the aim was to determine the mediating effect of the quest for 
significance on the relationship between ambition and substance use tendency 
in emerging adults. Data were collected from emerging adults studying at various 
universities in Turkey through both face-to-face and online processes. A total of 
506 emerging adults (X age = 21.62) participated in the study. The Ambition Scale, 
Significance Quest Scale, Substance Initiation Tendency Scale, and a demographic 
form were used to gather data. Structural equation modeling was employed 
to analyze the data. The results revealed a positive and significant relationship 
between ambition and the quest for significance, as well as between the quest 
for significance and substance use tendency in emerging adults. Furthermore, the 
quest for significance was found to mediate the relationship between ambition 
and substance use tendency in this population. Suggestions were provided based 
on the findings of the study.
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Highlights

 • Ambition may play a triggering role in the quest for significance among emerging adults.
 • The quest for significance has a positive effect on the impulsive dimension of emerging 

adults’ tendency toward substance use.
 • There is a positive effect of the quest for significance on the attitudinal dimension of 

emerging adults’ tendency toward substance use.
 • Substance use and addiction can potentially be prevented by helping emerging adults feel 

a sense of importance.

Introduction

Substance addiction has existed throughout human history as a challenging public health 
problem that poses risks to individuals at different stages of life, from adolescents to the elderly 
(Gray and Squeglia, 2018; Lo et  al., 2020; Yarnell et  al., 2020). Emerging adulthood is a 
particularly vulnerable period during which substance abuse and mental health problems are 
likely to escalate, posing substantial risks for the development of chronic conditions, such as 
substance addiction, that may affect young people later in life (Kirst et al., 2014). According 
to Arnett (2000, 2005), emerging adulthood, defined as the age range between 18 and 25, is 
marked by an intensified search for identity, career, and romantic relationships, as well as 
experimentation and decision-making about one’s role in the world. Epidemiological studies 
indicate that the prevalence of substance use increases during adolescence and peaks in 
emerging adulthood (Palmer et  al., 2009). According to Turkish Statistical Institute 
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(TURKSTAT) data for 2023, the emerging adult population in Turkey 
constitutes 12.2% of the total population (TURKSTAT, 2025). It can 
be  said that research and prevention studies on substance use 
tendencies of emerging adults in Turkey are important for both 
individual and public health. While many emerging adults tend to 
“mature out” of substance use after successfully navigating key 
developmental transitions related to work and family, a considerable 
number of individuals fail to do so, leading to long-term physical and 
mental health issues (Jackson et al., 2008). Preventing the onset and 
progression of substance abuse in emerging adults is crucial for their 
current and future well-being. In this regard, identifying the factors 
that predispose emerging adults to substance use is of 
paramount importance.

Substance use tendency

Substance use adversely affects not only the individual but also 
their family, friends, neighbors, and broader environment (Entezari 
and Saroogh Farahan, 2013). It is one of the most significant issues 
confronting emerging adults in the United States (Mochrie et al., 2020; 
Walters et al., 2018). According to a study conducted by the SAMHSA 
(2021), the most commonly used substances among Americans are 
alcohol, tobacco, and cannabis. SAMHSA (2021) data reveal that 
alcohol use has risen to 67.99%, tobacco and tobacco products to 
27.26%, and drug use to 25.77% among American youth aged 18–25. 
In contrast, the Turkish Health Survey conducted by the (TURKSTAT) 
found that tobacco and tobacco product use among individuals aged 
15 and over was 28.30%, while alcohol use in the same age group was 
12.10% (TURKSTAT, 2022). A survey by the Security General 
Directorate of the Republic of Turkey in 2018, involving 1,338 
participants, found that 3.10% reported having used drugs at least 
once in their lives, with 35.40% of these individuals aged 15–24 
(Security General Directorate, 2018). According to the NCDAS (2020) 
data, alcohol is the most frequently used substance among young 
people aged 18–25 in the United States, with 11.72 million American 
emerging adults consuming alcohol. Conversely, 4,777 individuals in 
this demographic died from drug overdoses (NCDAS, 2020).

Substance abuse among emerging adults is not a new problem in 
Turkey as it is in the world. The concepts of individual and social welfare 
imposed by industrialization, modernization and urbanization have not 
always produced the expected results. Even though it has produced the 
desired results, it has also caused a process that isolates the individual 
and increases the number of problems he/she has to cope with. This 
process may cause some emerging adults to turn to substance use and 
addiction (Duyan and Gövebakan, 2021). Substance use in emerging 
adults can result in physical or psychological health problems, self-
harm, suicide and even death. For emerging adults who are university 
students, substance use can exacerbate these issues and additionally lead 
to poor academic performance, including lower class attendance, 
missed classes, reduced study time, poor grades, failure to graduate, and 
unemployment after graduation (Buckner et al., 2010; Patterson et al., 
2021; Skidmore et al., 2016; Welsh et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, substance use among emerging adults can contribute to 
socialization problems, difficulties in interpersonal relationships, low 
energy, decreased motivation, memory issues, procrastination, and 
reduced productivity (Buckner et al., 2010; Mochrie et al., 2020; Walters 
et  al., 2018). Scientific interest in understanding the risk factors 

underlying substance use and related disorders is growing rapidly. Many 
researchers have focused on identifying common risk factors across 
different substances due to the high comorbidity rates between nicotine, 
alcohol, and drugs (Palmer et al., 2009). Emerging adults encounter 
unique stressors that can impact their mental health and lead to 
problematic substance use (Metzger et al., 2017). A study on emerging 
adults who are university students in Turkey found that individuals in 
this age group experience economic difficulties, academic problems, 
and difficulties in personal adjustment and social relationships (Donat 
et al., 2019). It is common for individuals in this age group to attempt 
to cope with elevated stress levels through self-medication using 
unhealthy methods such as smoking, alcohol, or drug use (Patterson 
et al., 2021). Peer influence, the perception that a substance is harmless 
or has minimal harm, poor academic performance, and club 
membership among university students are notable risk factors for 
substance use (Welsh et al., 2019). Interpersonal relationships are also 
effective in substance use and addiction. Individuals who experience 
social exclusion in their relationships feel insignificant and this 
perception of insignificance may increase the risk of substance abuse 
(de Espíndola et al., 2020; Flett et al., 2023). Elliott (2009) noted that 
substance use can serve as an escape for those who feel insignificant. 
The need to feel significant is a fundamental human need, similar to 
other basic needs such as biological ones. This need can be situationally 
activated and can influence behavior. When an individual feels 
insignificant, the need for significance may become more pronounced, 
potentially leading to a quest for significance (Kruglanski et al., 2022). 
In other words, the quest for significance can also drive individuals 
toward substance use (Flett et al., 2023).

Quest for significance

Mattering, considered one of the fundamental human needs, is 
conceptualized as a personal resource. Individuals who feel that they 
matter experience a sense of security through meaningful connections 
and close social relationships. Conversely, those who perceive 
themselves as insignificant may experience unhappiness, vulnerability, 
and anger (Flett, 2018; Flett et al., 2021; Flett et al., 2022; Taylor and 
Turner, 2001). According to Rosenberg and McCullough (1981), our 
perception of being important is reflected in our belief that others are 
connected to us, are interested in our future, or see us as an extension 
of their own ego. This perception is thought to stem from four sources: 
attention, importance, dependence, and ego-extension.

 • Attention refers to our awareness that our actions are noticed 
by others.

 • Importance denotes the perception that our actions are 
significant to others.

 • Dependence arises from the social connections and obligations 
between individuals.

 • Ego-extension involves the perception that others have an 
emotional investment in us, will miss us if we leave, or that our 
successes or failures will elicit joy or disappointment from those 
around us (Rosenberg and McCullough, 1981; Taylor and 
Turner, 2001).

Perceptions of self-importance in the eyes of others arise from 
social interactions that foster a sense of belonging, identity, and 
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commitment (Taylor and Turner, 2001). Individuals who desire to 
be viewed as ‘positive’ and ‘valuable’ by those with whom they interact 
are driven by fundamental needs to be  valued, admired, and 
considered important (Kruglanski et al., 2022). The concept of a quest 
for significance refers to the individual’s need to be important and 
respected both in the eyes of others and in their own self-perception 
(Kruglanski et al., 2009; Kruglanski and Bertelsen, 2020). This concept 
is explained by Significance Quest Theory (SQT), which posits that 
the need to feel cared for is a basic and universal human requirement. 
It encompasses the desire to feel valuable and important and to 
perceive oneself as significant within one’s social context (Contu et al., 
2023; Kruglanski et al., 2022). SQT suggests that people are motivated 
to seek this sense of significance when they feel deprived of it, and they 
plan and manifest their actions to achieve a sense of importance. The 
theory identifies two types of motivations for seeking significance: 
collective quest for significance, which arises from perceptions of one’s 
group being humiliated or disrespected, and individual quest for 
significance, triggered by personal experiences (Schumpe et al., 2020; 
Jasko et al., 2020).

The experience of losing significance is often linked to one’s social 
identity being disrespected by others (Kruglanski et al., 2022). When 
a group is humiliated or its sacred values are violated, all members of 
the group can experience a profound sense of loss of significance 
(Kruglanski et al., 2014). On the other hand, the quest for individual 
significance is triggered by personal experiences of humiliation 
unrelated to the group or society in which the person lives. Failures at 
school or work, rejection by a desirable individual, stigmatization 
(such as infertility, divorce, or extramarital affairs), economic loss, or 
victimization due to war or natural disasters can all lead to a loss of 
individual significance. These experiences typically make a person feel 
powerless and unimportant (Kruglanski and Bertelsen, 2020; 
Kruglanski et al., 2014). Experiences such as exclusion, discrimination, 
disenfranchisement, insults, failure, and defeat can lead to feelings of 
humiliation, indignity, dishonor, and shame. These negative 
experiences contribute to the perception of a loss of significance in the 
individual (Kruglanski et al., 2023).

When the quest for significance is prioritized over other current 
anxieties, it drives action toward achieving significance (Kruglanski 
et  al., 2022). However, individuals do not constantly pursue 
significance. The quest for significance can vary both within and 
between individuals. In other words, it is not always at the forefront of 
one’s mind (Contu et al., 2023). Even the most passionate idealists do 
not continuously seek significance; they also engage in self-protective 
behaviors, addressing needs such as physiological requirements, 
safety, and comfort (Kruglanski et  al., 2013). According to the 
Significance Quest Theory (SQT), the quest for significance occurs 
under three conditions: an individual’s loss of significance, the 
perceived threat of losing current significance, and the opportunity to 
gain significance (Kruglanski et  al., 2014; Kruglanski et  al., 2022; 
Kruglanski and Bertelsen, 2020). SQT argues that when people 
experience a loss of significance due to humiliation, disrespect, 
rejection, and failure, or when they perceive a threat to the loss of 
significance, they tend to find the necessary means to regain 
significance (Jasko et al., 2020; Kruglanski et al., 2013; Kruglanski 
et al., 2014; Webber et al., 2017). The loss or risk of losing significance 
disrupts the individual’s motivational balance, prompting them to 
search for significance to restore equilibrium. This quest for 
significance, in this context, is viewed as a preventive measure by 

Kruglanski et al. (2022). On the other hand, the quest for significance 
can also be triggered by various opportunities to gain significance, 
referred to as ‘appetizers’ (Kruglanski et al., 2023). Such opportunities 
can arise in the context of a loss of significance (Kruglanski et al., 
2015) or independently, without any prior loss.

The literature on the quest for significance indicates that even brief 
experiences of humiliation or failure can drive individuals to take 
extreme actions to regain their lost significance (Kruglanski et al., 
2022). These actions may include substance abuse. When an 
individual’s sense of significance is threatened, especially for those 
with high ambition, they may be more willing to make significant 
sacrifices for a worthy goal to restore their prestige and reputation. 
Ambitious individuals are characterized by a strong motivation 
toward achieving substantial and meaningful goals, including gaining 
respect and appreciation from others. They are more sensitive to 
threats against their perception of significance (Resta et al., 2023a). 
Those who achieve social significance often possess various skills, 
abilities, and characteristics, but a common trait among them is 
ambition. Ambitious individuals are more likely to achieve the sense 
of significance they seek by being ‘the best’ in their respective fields 
(Resta et al., 2022).

Ambition

Ambition is a frequently discussed concept in social science 
research but remains insufficiently understood (Judge and Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2012). It is a construct with neurobiological origins, linked to 
factors such as testosterone levels and dopamine. The expression of 
ambition is also influenced by culture, social class, and gender (Yager 
and Kay, 2023). Ambition represents the desire to achieve goals. 
Sociologists view ambition as a product of parental behavior and socio-
economic conditions, while psychologists consider it a personality trait 
(Mahmood and Alwan, 2022). Ambition is defined as an intermediate 
personality trait and an aspect of extraversion. It can also be summarized 
as the goal of gaining respect and recognition from others (Judge and 
Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012; Resta et  al., 2023b). As a personality 
construct, ambition has significant implications for individual 
differences in educational and career success, as well as status attainment. 
Ambitious individuals are characterized by their energy, status-seeking 
behavior, determination to achieve their goals, unwavering focus on 
their mission, and minimal tendency toward procrastination (Jones 
et  al., 2017). Ambitious individuals quest for the highest level of 
significance and are therefore likely to place less value on the rewards 
provided by their immediate networks. Instead, they focus on surpassing 
their local network and maximizing their overall significance (Ellenberg 
and Kruglanski, 2024). Ambition is marked by a strong commitment to 
achieving worthwhile and impressive goals. Consequently, ambitious 
people are not merely satisfied with attaining status; they actively select 
and employ specific strategies to stand out and gain recognition. 
Compared to less ambitious individuals, those with high ambition are 
more inclined to engage in self-enhancing behaviors (Resta et al., 2023b).

Ambition is viewed as a complex characteristic of human 
personality that encompasses both ‘having’ and ‘realizing’ dimensions 
(Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012). It explains how individuals relate 
to their environment in order to change and develop, enabling them to 
be prepared for goals, engage in struggles, take responsibility, and devise 
and implement strategies (Mahmood and Alwan, 2022). In this sense, 
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ambition is an active trait that shapes both present and future behaviors. 
It enhances individuals’ action processes, thinking, skills, and practices 
in a way that fosters confidence (Alshebami and Alamri, 2020). 
Ambition, characterized by its generality and continuity, is not solely 
assessed by success in one area and does not diminish once a particular 
goal is achieved. Instead, ambition is more about the pursuit of success 
than merely achieving it (Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012). 
Ambition is the driving force that enables a person to advance, 
be promoted, and ascend the social ladder. It plays a crucial role in self-
actualization both professionally and in life more broadly. An ambitious 
person actively applies their potential in socially significant areas 
(Barsukova et al., 2015). As a motivational trait, ambition represents the 
individual’s desire to achieve meaningful accomplishments that matter 
both to themselves and to others, and to be recognized and valued by 
others (Barsukova, 2014). There is a positive and significant relationship 
between ambition and taking responsibility (El Baroudi et al., 2017). 
Ambitious individuals strive for success, seek popularity, fame, and 
power, and aim to enhance their status and position in the world 
(Barsukova et al., 2015). At the core of ambition lies the need for self-
affirmation and recognition, alongside greed, which drives all desire. 
These motives lead individuals to seek admiration and attention, thereby 
feeding narcissistic tendencies. Ambition is viewed as both a “good” and 
a “bad” trait (Barsukova, 2015). On one hand, good ambition provides 
meaning and direction to an individual’s life, contributing significantly 
through achievements and personal fulfillment. It can enhance moral 
development by fostering creativity, productivity, discipline, and 
perseverance (Pettigrove, 2007). On the other hand, bad ambition can 
distort personality development and interpersonal relationships. It may 
lead to disappointments, negative emotions, and the development of 
aggressive or dependent behaviors (Barsukova, 2015). When evaluating 
ambition as “good” or “bad,” it is important to consider both the value 
of the object of ambition and the intensity of the emotions it generates. 
Most objects of ambition involve competition and are unlikely to 
be achieved quickly, regardless of how strongly they are desired. Success 
in achieving ambitious goals typically requires self-discipline, 
commitment, and determination (Pettigrove, 2007).

Ambition drives individuals to advance their careers and grow 
professionally. In this regard, ambition steers behavior toward socially 
accepted and significant achievements (Barsukova, 2014). Ambitious 
individuals exhibit high achievement motivation. Their basic self-
regulation and cognitive characteristics support goal attainment. 
While generally maintaining a positive self-attitude, ambitious 
individuals may occasionally experience dissatisfaction with their 
achievements. Their competitive nature and tendency to compare 
themselves with others can impact their social relationships. 
Additionally, ambitious individuals are focused on intense work and 
minimizing idle time. They may be willing to change jobs to build a 
career and reach the professional “top.” Those who seek recognition 
from others pursue their goals actively and consistently (Barsukova, 
2016; Barsukova et  al., 2015). Ambition, as a personality trait, is 
related to the quest for significance, a universal human need, and is 
also thought to be connected to a tendency toward substance abuse.

Current research

Ambition is related to constructs such as achievement, desire for 
power, conscience, self-esteem, perception of relative deprivation, and 

the quest for significance (Resta et al., 2023b). Thus, ambition can 
be  conceptualized as a heightened sensitivity to opportunities for 
gaining significance or a desire to maximize one’s significance, rather 
than settling for a ‘good enough’ amount of it (Ellenberg and 
Kruglanski, 2024; Kruglanski et al., 2013; Resta et al., 2022). Greenberg 
et al. (2004) found that ambitious employees are more likely to take 
on responsibilities to achieve a greater sense of job significance. 
Similarly, Barrick et al. (2013) noted that extroverted and ambitious 
employees often experience a strong sense of significance in their 
work. Resta et al. (2023b) discovered that ambitious individuals are 
particularly sensitive to disappointments that threaten their sense of 
significance. Consequently, the decision was made to examine the 
relationship between ambition and the quest for significance within a 
sample of emerging adults.

There is substantial evidence linking feelings of insignificance, 
which underlie the quest for significance, to substance abuse and 
addictive tendencies (Flett et al., 2023). Fernandez et al. (2009) found 
that drug use is more prevalent among individuals experiencing 
problems with social acceptance. Edwards and Neal (2017) found a 
statistically significant negative relationship between the feeling of 
mattering and excessive alcohol consumption. Similarly, Schmidt 
(2018) found a significant negative relationship between the feeling of 
significance and substance abuse. Edwards et al. (2021) found that 
students’ perception of insignificance at school is related to alcohol 
use. Additionally, Bahl et  al. (2023) found a negative relationship 
between mattering and substance use in a sample of older adults. In 
this context, individuals who feel insignificant and subsequently quest 
for significance may also be more prone to substance use. Trucco 
(2020) suggests that the choice of friends and socialization play a 
significant role in substance use. Especially during adolescence and 
emerging adulthood, substance use is influenced by both peer 
selection and socialization processes with peers. One factor that can 
trigger the quest for significance in individuals is the opportunity to 
gain importance (Kruglanski et al., 2023). In this context, emerging 
adults’ substance use may be  an attempt to join a group, gain 
acceptance, or emulate group members. In other words, substance use 
might serve as a means to achieve some form of significance. As 
previously mentioned, emerging adulthood is a particularly risky 
period for substance use (Arnett, 2005; Kirst et al., 2014). Therefore, 
examining the relationship between the quest for significance and 
substance abuse tendencies in emerging adults is expected to provide 
valuable insights for prevention strategies related to substance use and 
addiction. The following hypotheses were tested in the study.

H1: There is a positive and significant relationship between 
ambition and the quest for significance in emerging adults.

H2: There is a positive and significant relationship between the 
quest for significance and the impulsivity dimension of substance 
abuse tendencies in emerging adults.

H3: There is a positive and significant relationship between the 
quest for significance and the attitude dimension of substance 
abuse tendencies in emerging adults.

H4: The quest for significance mediates the relationship between 
ambition and the drive dimension of substance abuse tendencies 
in emerging adults.
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H5: The quest for significance mediates the relationship between 
ambition and the attitude dimension of substance abuse 
tendencies in emerging adults.

Method

Research desing

In this study, the correlational survey model was employed to 
assess the mediating role of the quest for significance in the 
relationship between ambition and substance use tendencies in 
emerging adults. The correlational survey model is used to determine 
the presence and/or degree of covariance between two or more 
variables (Creswell, 2014).

Participants

In this study, data were collected using convenience sampling. 
Convenience sampling is a non-probability sampling method that 
involves collecting data from participants who are most accessible to 
the researcher, willing to participate, or otherwise easily reachable 
(Scholtz, 2021). In this study, 506 emerging adults (X age = 21.62) 
studying at a university in Turkey participated. Of the participants, 
369 (72.9%) identified as female, 134 (26.5%) identified as male, and 
3 (0.6%) chose not to specify their gender. In the study, information 
on the age of the participants was collected; information on their 
grade level was not collected. In terms of age, 66 (13%) were 19 years 
old or younger, 200 (39.5%) were between 20 and 21 years old, 152 
(30.0%) were between 22 and 23 years old, and 88 (17.4%) were 
24 years old or older.

Data collection and ethical considerations

The research was conducted in accordance with the decision 
numbered 2024/02–161 from the Human Research Ethics Committee 
of a state university in Turkey. Data for the study were collected 
through both face-to-face and online processes. In both processes, 
participants were presented with an Informed Consent Form and were 
informed about the confidentiality of the data, as well as the purpose 
and significance of the research. This information aimed to encourage 
emerging adults to provide sincere and honest responses to the 
measurement tools. Additionally, in the face-to-face process, 
individuals who were hesitant about participating were not pressured, 
and only those who voluntarily chose to participate were included. In 
the online process, participants who indicated their voluntary 
participation by marking ‘Yes’ were included in the study.

Data collection tools

Ambition scale (AS)
This scale was developed by Hirschi and Spurk (2021) and adapted 

to Turkish culture by Şahin and Ayvaz (2024). The one-dimensional, 
five-item AS includes items such as “I’m ambitious.” and “It is very 
important for me to achieve extraordinary results in my life.” The 

Cronbach’s alpha value reported in the adaptation study was 0.78. The 
correlation coefficient from the test–retest application was 0.72. The 
scale demonstrated a good fit to the data based on the goodness of fit 
values calculated in the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 
[χ2(4) = 12.69, p = 0.013, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.03, 
RMSEA = 0.08, 90% CI (0.03, 0.13)] (Şahin and Ayvaz, 2024). In this 
study, the Cronbach’s alpha value of the scale was recalculated and 
found to be 0.82.

Significance quest scale (SQS)
This scale was developed by Şahin and Derin (2023) and consists 

of four sub-dimensions and 26 items. The scale includes items such as 
“I try to show my difference somehow.” and “I do my best to impress 
everyone around me.” Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) were conducted during the 
development process of the scale. The goodness of fit values obtained 
from the CFA were χ2/df = 1.89, RMSEA = 0.065, GFI = 0.86, 
IFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.92, and CFI = 0.92. The Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient, which measures the internal consistency of the scale, was 
0.95, and the test–retest correlation coefficient was 0.84 (Şahin and 
Derin, 2023). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha value of the scale was 
recalculated and found to be 0.94.

Substance initiation tendency scale (SITS)
This scale, developed by Önder (2023), consists of two 

sub-dimensions and eight items. The scale includes items such as “I 
wonder what the substance is like.” and “Sometimes something inside 
me pushes me to use the substance.” Both Exploratory Factor Analysis 
(EFA) and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) were conducted 
during the development process of the SITS. The CFA results indicated 
a good fit to the data, with the following values: χ2/df = 2.99, 
RMSEA = 0.06, GFI = 0.97, AGFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.96, NFI = 0.94, 
TLI = 0.94, and CFI = 0.96. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, which 
measures the internal consistency of the scale, was 0.80 (Önder, 2023). 
In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha value of the SITS was recalculated 
and found to be 0.80.

Personal information form (PIF)
The PIF was developed by the author. The form includes questions 

to determine the gender and age of the participants.

Data analysis

SPSS 27.0 was used to test the assumptions in the data set and to 
conduct preliminary analyses. Structural equation modeling was 
performed using AMOS 24.0 with the maximum likelihood estimation 
method to test the research hypotheses. Model goodness-of-fit 
evaluations were based on the χ2/df, CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR indices. 
Acceptable goodness-of-fit values were determined as χ2/df < 5, 
CFI > 0.90, RMSEA <0.08, and SRMR <0.08, as widely referenced 
(Anderson and Gerbing, 1988; Hu and Bentler, 1999; Keith, 2019). In 
constructing the latent variables in the model, scale items for the 
ambition scale and substance abuse tendency scales were treated as 
observed variables. Since the significance quest variable is a multi-
item and multidimensional construct, the total scores of the 
sub-dimensions of the Significance Quest Scale were used as observed 
variables when constructing the latent variable. Finally, hypotheses 
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regarding indirect relationships in the model were tested using 
bootstrap percentile confidence intervals (Tibbe and Montoya, 2022).

Results

Firstly, the goodness of fit of the measurement model was tested. 
The goodness-of-fit values for the measurement model were found to 
be  acceptable [χ2(113) = 330.27, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.92, CFI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.062, 90% CI (0.054, 0.070), SRMR = 0.048]. Item factor 
loadings ranged from 0.18 to 0.86. One of the items belonging to the 
attitude dimension of the Substance Initiation Tendency Scale has a 
factor loading of 0.18 and weakly represents the relevant factor. However, 
when the content of the item is analyzed, it is thought that it is 
theoretically important and strongly represents the construct in terms 
of content. As Hair et al. (2019) stated, in the case of items that are 
considered to represent the construct well from a theoretical perspective, 
the relevant item can be retained in the measurement model even if 
there is no strong evidence of construct validity from a statistical 
perspective. For this reason, the item was kept in the measurement 
model considering both the theoretically good representation of the 
item in the attitude dimension of the tendency to use substances and the 
good values in the model fit indices. After validating the measurement 
model, the goodness of fit of the structural model, created in line with 
the research hypotheses, was examined as shown in Figure  1. The 
goodness-of-fit values for the structural model were also found to 
be  acceptable [χ2(115) = 309.10, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.95, CFI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.062, 90% CI (0.055, 0.070), SRMR = 0.056].

After validating the structural model, we  analyzed the results 
regarding the direct relationships. Ambition significantly predicted 
the quest for significance positively (β = 0.47, B = 2.13, SE = 0.27, 
p < 0.001). The quest for significance significantly predicted the 
impulse dimension of substance use tendency positively (β = 0.12, 
B = 0.01, SE = 0.01, p = 0.020). Similarly, the quest for significance 
significantly predicted the attitude dimension of substance use 
tendency positively (β = 0.17, B = 0.02, SE = 0.01, p = 0.002).

After analyzing the direct relationships, we  tested indirect 
correlations, as detailed in Table 1. These indirect correlations were 

assessed using bootstrap percentile confidence intervals based on 
10,000 samples. The results indicated that the quest for significance 
significantly mediated the relationship between ambition and the 
drive dimension of substance use tendency [β = 0.08, SE = 0.03, 95% 
CI (0.03, 0.13)]. Similarly, the quest for significance significantly 
mediated the relationship between ambition and the attitude 
dimension of substance use tendency [β = 0.06, SE = 0.03, 95% CI 
(0.01, 0.10)].

Discussion and interpretations

In the study, it can be said that there is a moderate, positive and 
significant relationship (β = 0.47) between ambition and quest for 
significance in emerging adults and accordingly, hypothesis H1 is 
supported. This finding is consistent with results reported in previous 
research by Greenberg et al. (2004), Barrick et al. (2013), and Resta 
et al. (2023b). Ambition, defined as the drive to achieve goals and gain 
respect and recognition from others, reflects an individual’s pursuit of 
status and career advancement. Highly ambitious individuals are 
motivated to reach their objectives and attain prominence within their 
professional fields. They actively and persistently seek recognition and 
may feel dissatisfied with the opportunities for significance available 
within their immediate social networks. Such individuals are often 
highly sensitive to incentives related to gaining significance and strive 
to enhance their sense of importance beyond what is merely “good 
enough,” aiming instead for “much better.” On the other hand, 
ambitious individuals are also more sensitive to the potential loss of 
significance (Barsukova, 2016; Bertelsen and Kruglanski, 2024; Jones 
et al., 2017; Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012; Resta et al., 2023b). 
According to Resta et al. (2022), ambition, defined as the desire for 
recognition and respect, can be conceptualized as a form of the quest 
for significance. Ambitious individuals who experience a decrease in 
significance or perceive a threat to their current level of significance 
are likely to engage in this quest more readily than their less ambitious 
counterparts. Those striving for better conditions and higher status 
are more adept at identifying and capitalizing on opportunities to gain 
significance, thus leveraging these opportunities to enhance their 

FIGURE 1

Structural model with standardized path estimates.
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importance in both their own eyes and those of others. In summary, 
ambition, as an aspect of extraversion and an intermediate personality 
trait, may positively catalyze the quest for significance, which in turn 
can facilitate the attainment of goals for ambitious individuals.

Ambition, considered a neurobiologically based personality trait 
(Yager and Kay, 2023), is also interpreted by sociologists as a 
consequence of socio-economic conditions and parental behaviors 
(Mahmood and Alwan, 2022). Additionally, parental attitudes and 
social conditions influence the development of the quest for 
significance. Specifically, behaviors and rewards valued by parents and 
others may be internalized by individuals as inherently ‘valuable’ over 
time. This process of socialization encourages individuals to set high 
aspirations and strive for exceptional achievements. Cultures that 
emphasize social mobility are thought to amplify individuals’ 
ambitions for greatness and recognition (Kruglanski et  al., 2022). 
Turkey, characterized by high social mobility (Özdemir, 2020), may 
therefore contribute to heightened ambition among individuals. In 
particular, this social environment provides incentives for emerging 
adults to engage in a quest for significance. In other words, ambitious 
emerging adults who seek to achieve a better status and life can 
accomplish these goals and move toward becoming valuable, 
important, and recognized individuals.

The stage of emerging adulthood is characterized by intense 
exploration of identity, career, and romantic relationships, along with 
significant trial and decision-making efforts (Arnett, 2000). Emerging 
adults with high levels of ambition may invest considerable effort to 
achieve their goals, driven by messages of ‘worthiness’ and 
‘significance’ from their social environment. When their ambitions 
align with goals or statuses that are endorsed by themselves, their 
families, and their communities, they may experience a heightened 
sense of importance upon achieving them. In other words, the effort 
they invest in reaching their goals may also contribute to their quest 
for significance. El Baroudi et  al. (2017) reported a positive 
relationship between ambition and taking responsibility. 
Consequently, ambitious emerging adults might take on more 
responsibility than their peers to achieve significance.

In the study, low-level, positive and significant relationships were 
found between the quest for significance and the impulse (β = 0.12) and 
attitude dimensions (β = 0.17) of substance use tendency in emerging 
adults. These findings support hypotheses H2 and H3. This result is 
consistent with previous research by Fernandez et al. (2009), Edwards 
and Neal (2017), Schmidt (2018), Edwards et al. (2021), and Bahl et al. 
(2023). Individuals from various societal segments who feel marginalized 
and insignificant may experience increased stress and distress, which 
can heighten the risk of substance abuse (Flett et al., 2023). As mentioned 
earlier, emerging adults face numerous stressors (Donat et al., 2019; 
Metzger et al., 2017; Patterson et al., 2021) and may turn to substance 
use as a coping mechanism. Elliott (2009) suggests that substance use 
can serve as an escape from the pain of feeling insignificant to oneself 
and others. The author also argues that substance use may reflect a lack 

of self-control and restraint among individuals who do not feel worthy 
and, therefore, may act as if they have nothing to lose. Consequently, 
individuals might use substances despite knowing the potential harm.

The loss of significance and the associated threat can trigger the 
quest for significance (Kruglanski and Bertelsen, 2020; Kruglanski 
et al., 2014). When an individual experiences feelings of insignificance, 
they may seek to alleviate these feelings through substance use. Elliott 
(2009) suggests that insignificance is a painful experience and that 
individuals might turn to substance use as a means to cope with this 
pain. Similarly, Lo et al. (2020) noted that interpersonal alienation can 
lead to substance use, with substances sometimes serving as a ‘soul 
mate’ during difficult experiences like alienation. Long et al. (2017) 
found that individuals with social relationship problems tend to have 
more severe substance use issues. Although a study on emerging 
adults in Turkey found that participants experienced low levels of 
alienation (Erol et  al., 2018), alienation or problems in social 
relationships may cause a feeling of insignificance in the individual. 
Substance use that develops accordingly may act as a kind of 
preventive for the loss of significance. Consequently, emerging adults 
may turn to substance use in their quest for significance.

Relationships have been identified between the quest for 
significance and extremist behaviors (Da Silva et al., 2024; Resta et al., 
2023a; Jasko et al., 2020; Kruglanski et al., 2014). Drug use can also 
be categorized as an extremist behavior. Trucco (2020) suggests that 
individuals might use substances to socialize with friends and to align 
their behaviors with those of their chosen peer group. In other words, 
emerging adults may view substance use as a means to gain 
significance by fitting in with their social circles and emulating their 
peers. Thus, substance use behavior may function both as a way to 
prevent the loss of significance and as an incentive to gain significance. 
Consequently, a positive and significant relationship may exist 
between the quest for significance and the impulse and attitude 
sub-dimensions of substance use behavior in emerging adults.

The study found that the quest for significance mediated the 
relationship between ambition and the drive dimension of substance 
use tendency in emerging adults. Similarly, the quest for significance 
also mediated the relationship between ambition and the attitude 
dimension of substance use tendency in emerging adults. These 
results support hypotheses H4 and H5. Entezari and Saroogh Farahan 
(2013) identified a positive relationship between irrational ambition 
and substance abuse tendency. Barsukova (2014) describes ambition 
as a motivational structure representing an individual’s desire for 
significance and recognition. Ambition drives individuals to seek 
popularity, fame, and power (Barsukova et al., 2015). In this context, 
adults with high levels of ambition may turn to substance use as a 
means to gain significance. Moreover, given that ambitious 
individuals are more sensitive to the loss of significance through 
disappointment (Resta et al., 2023a), it can be inferred that those who 
experience a loss of significance may be more likely to use substances 
compared to their less ambitious peers. Thus, the quest for 

TABLE 1 Tests of indirect effects.

Predictor Mediator Outcome Standardized 
indirect effect

β

Standard 
errors

Percentile confidence 
intervals

[95%]

Ambition Significance quest Substance initiation tendency-impulsivity 0.06 0.03 [0.01, 0.10]

Ambition Significance quest Substance initiation tendency-attitude 0.08 0.03 [0.03, 0.13]
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significance may serve as a mediating factor between ambition and 
substance use tendency.

Limitations and recommendations

This study has several limitations. First, the data were collected 
using face-to-face and online methods with a convenience sampling 
approach. Convenience sampling limits the ability to generalize the 
findings to the broader population (Scholtz, 2021; Turner, 2020). 
Consequently, the results may not be representative of the emerging 
adult population in Turkey. Future research should consider using a 
national sample to increase geographical variability and the 
generalizability of the findings. Additionally, while this study focused on 
emerging adults, it is important to note that adolescents are also at risk 
for substance abuse (Palmer et al., 2009). Future studies could include 
adolescents to explore the mediating role of the quest for significance in 
the relationship between ambition and substance abuse tendency in this 
age group. Another limitation is the cross-sectional design of the study 
(Kline, 2015). Longitudinal studies could provide more insight into the 
dynamics of these relationships over time. Lastly, this study employed a 
quantitative research design. Future research could benefit from 
qualitative studies to explore these variables in greater depth.

This study identified positive and significant relationships between 
ambition and the quest for significance, as well as between the quest for 
significance and substance use tendency in emerging adults. 
Furthermore, the quest for significance was found to mediate the 
relationship between ambition and substance use tendency. One key 
strategy to reduce the risk of substance use in emerging adults is to instill 
a sense of significance. Mattering, a construct of positive psychology, 
provides strong protection when individuals feel important to others 
(Flett et al., 2023). To prevent substance abuse and support recovery, 
fostering a sense of importance is crucial. Parents can mitigate the risk 
of substance use by ensuring their children feel valued within the family. 
Similarly, teachers can protect students by making them feel significant 
in the school environment. Additionally, school psychological counselors 
can design and implement preventive programs, particularly for 
ambitious students, recognizing that they may have an intensified quest 
for significance and might be at higher risk for substance use as a means 
to achieve it. In schools, the quest for significance among highly 
ambitious students can be channeled into positive activities that benefit 
both the students and their environment, such as joining a basketball 
team. Teachers and school counselors play a crucial role in guiding 
students and parents toward these constructive avenues. Adolescents 
and emerging adults may perceive substance use as a means to gain 
significance. It is important to communicate to them that substance use 
is not a legitimate way to achieve significance. Instead, offering 
alternative opportunities, such as taking dance courses to become a 

skilled dancer, can help them pursue significance through healthier 
means. By engaging in these positive activities, adolescents and emerging 
adults can achieve a sense of significance while avoiding substance use.
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