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Editorial on the Research Topic
 The psychology of hope




Since the inception of the field of positive psychology, with its interest in understanding factors that make people thrive, hope has featured prominently. Hope is essentially about thoughts, emotions and behaviors related to the future. How individuals view the future, will also influence how they act in the present (Pleeging et al., 2022). Hope thus offers a mechanism for navigating adversity and envisioning possibility, making it an important construct in furthering knowledge and developing interventions to promote wellbeing. However, as the field of positive psychology matures into its third wave and beyond (Lomas et al., 2021; Wissing, 2022) there are calls to revisit our understanding of key wellbeing concepts. More specifically, (van Zyl and Dik 2025) proposed a paradigm shift in examining positive psychology constructs and processes, arguing for a move toward person-centered, ideographic, bottom-up approaches that are more inclusive and context-sensitive. It may be an opportune time to consider hope research against this backdrop.

Snyder's (2000); (Snyder 2002) cognitive-motivational hope theory made a seminal contribution to understanding individual thought processes that sustain motivation in reaching goals. It remains one of the most influential psychological theories on hope (Gallagher, 2023). While there were early calls for alternative conceptualizations of hope (e.g., Averill and Sundararajan, 2005; Webb, 2007), and frameworks outside of psychology were developed (e.g., Herth, 1991, 1992), more nuanced models on the nature and measurement of hope only started to emerge over the past decade (e.g., Krafft et al., 2019, 2023b; Scioli et al., 2016). There is also increased interest in broader, transdisciplinary understandings of hope (e.g., Colla et al., 2022; Krafft et al., 2023b; Pleeging et al., 2022). Further, there have been proposals to examine hope beyond individualistic, Western contexts (Bernardo, 2010; Bernardo and Ramos; Krafft et al., 2023b; Thomas et al., 2023) and to broaden our understanding of the sources of hope.

This volume of The Psychology of Hope emanated from our interest in further unraveling how hope can be understood in different contexts and through different conceptualizations. Our aim was to expand theoretical knowledge of hope, traversing from existing individualistic, cognitive-motivational perspectives to broader systems, cultural contexts, communities, and the environment. Moreover, we aimed to elicit knowledge on strategies to strengthen and sustain hope in different contexts in a manner that challenges traditional individual assumptions and advocates for integrating social, environmental, and communal dimensions. In this editorial, we draw upon the contributions to the volume to propose avenues toward expanding hope research. We also consider recent frameworks of hope as a group-based emotion (Cohen-Chen and Pliskin, 2025), cross-cultural findings on hope (Krafft et al., 2023b) as well as van Zyl and Dik's (2025) proposed person-centered, ideographic approach in considering future research. We argue that there is a need to revisit the foci (threads) and methods (looms) in weaving the tapestry of understanding hope. While examining hope on an individual level remains important, exploring the experience and expression of hope in relational, group and collective contexts require attention. We also highlight methodological and theoretical considerations for future research. Finally, we propose a transdisciplinary umbrella of hope studies, to allow for a more comprehensive understanding of how beliefs and feelings about the future support wellbeing for all. As we consider future hope research, two questions guide this editorial: Who and what should we examine when we study hope? How can our methods more comprehensively capture the complexity of hope? Whilst not exhaustive, we attempt to provide some answers.


Who, and what, should we examine in hope research?


Living hope: individual experiences of hope and hoping

The past two decades of hope research has generated substantial insights on individual levels of hope as well as correlations between hope and important psychological outcomes. For example, higher levels of hope in adolescence are associated with higher levels of psychological wellbeing in adulthood (Long et al., 2024) and serve as a protective factor on times of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Krafft et al., 2023a). However, these findings mostly emanated from existing top-down approaches to studying hope, relying on survey research, averages and universal models of hope (see van Zyl and Dik, 2025). While some scholars have explored experiences of hope (e.g., de Pretto et al., 2020; Møller et al., 2024) and lay definitions of hope (Feldman et al., 2023) there is a need for more in-depth, ideographic studies on the subjective experience of hope, the process of hoping and the meaning of hope. For example, when do individuals experience hope and how would they describe it? What does the process of hope entail? Moreover, what enables people to hope, and what dampens hope? This might encompass looking more closely at collectivist and indigenous communities and exploring how communal and spiritual dimensions of hope manifests in these contexts (see Thomas et al., 2023). There is ample opportunity to explore the rich, lived experiences of individuals in weaving the tapestry of hope.



Hoping together: relational, group, and collective hope

Hope is not only an individualized experience but also materializes in relational contexts. It is important to consider the interconnectedness of the individual, family, community, and environment in maintaining a hopeful outlook toward the future (Bryce and Fraser, 2023; Møller et al., 2024; Wissing, 2014). (Colla et al. 2022) argued that we need to move beyond the limitations of the individualistic and reductionistic investigation of hope by situating it as a systemic phenomenon that acknowledges its contextual networks, complexity, and possibly emergent nature. Similarly, (Pleeging et al. 2022) argued that social connections and institutional, political, cultural and economic contexts could influence hope. However, how people understand and experience hope, particularly in relation to interpersonal connections and broad contexts, still needs to be further examined. Expanding on van Zyl and Dik's (2025) proposed ideographic approach, researchers could explore hope in relational terms, taking into consideration the lived experiences of individuals in different relational contexts.

Such research could focus on three levels: First, we could examine how relational and group contexts influence individual levels of hope, hope processes and hope outcomes. For example, (Bernardo 2010, 2015) postulated that external agents such as social groups and spiritual dimensions may influence the way individuals think about goals and pathways to goals. While Bernardo and Ramos (this volume) advocate for integrating cultural dimensions into cognitive theories of hope, these processes still need to be further investigated. To explore these relational dimensions would require measurement tools that accurately capture the multi-layered complexity of assessing how different agents contribute to a specific individual's experience of hope. Not only do we need to capture the role of these different agents, but we might need to interrogate how each of them differentially contributes to or possibly even diminish hope.

Second, it is important to examine how hope is expressed and experienced in group settings. Research on hope from a social-psychological perspective showed that hope can function as a group-based emotion in the context of intra- and intergroup relations. Specifically, hope can lead to the attainment of both positive and negative outcomes (Cohen-Chen and Pliskin, 2025). For example, the authors found that hope is functional for promoting positive intergroup attitudes but may be less optimal for inspiring collective action to oppose social inequality. In this volume, Leshem and Halperin provide a framework for understanding the emotional drivers, deep-seated wishes or hopes that may sustain groups and activists who are engaged in long-term social or political conflicts. This line of research mostly emanated from contexts of intractable conflicts. Therefore, more studies are needed to understand group-based hope in other cultures and contexts such as marginalized groups and non-Western contexts. Another imminent research gap is to explore what hope looks like among people faced with systemic disadvantages and oppression, as well as disabled or incarcerated individuals. It is necessary to understand how group-based hope would manifest in the face of adversities that are embedded in the way the society is organized. For example, can hope support and foster actions targeted at navigating structural barriers?

Finally, the notion of collective hope (Krafft; Krafft et al., 2023b) incorporates broader social domains and culturally shared worldviews and their relationship to hope. In this volume, Krafft argues that hope encompasses more than individualistic goal-oriented dimensions and incorporates broader social domains and culturally shared worldviews. He supports his view by presenting findings on hope and worldviews among Italian and French-speaking samples in Switzerland. However, we still need to understand what collective hope entails from individuals' and groups' perspectives, and how it is expressed and sustained. In sum, how hope materializes in groups and communities, and how hope can be mobilized in various contexts and through various relationships, needs to be further explored. Like research has progressed in measuring societal happiness, similar approaches could be implemented to measuring and promoting hope.



Feeling hopeful: the affective dimensions of hope

While most studies on hope have focused on its cognitive dimensions, several authors proposed that hope is primarily an emotion (e.g., Averill et al., 1990; Bruininks and Malle, 2005) or that hope has an emotional component that could influence goal-directed behavior (Feldman and Jazaieri, 2024). Yet, there is still a gap in research that explains the mechanisms and dynamics of hope as an emotion. (Fredrickson 1998, 2013) identified hope as one of ten most experienced positive emotions and proposed that hope contributes to building psychological resources through encouraging individuals to aspire to a better future. However, empirical studies on hope in the context of broaden and build theory (Fredrickson, 1998) are still limited. For example, can hope be induced in the moment through specific activities, and what are the behavioral outcomes? How, and when does hope broaden action-thought repertoires? Would it be possible to explore this from a neuroscience perspective, given existing neurological evidence showing that specific parts of the brain are activated when positive emotions are being experienced (Alexander et al., 2021)? More recently, (Edwards et al. 2024, 2025) initiated research on inducing hopeful feelings and its associated outcomes, but more research is required regarding the cultural applicability of inducing hope in different contexts. This is quite important as (Appiah 2022) highlighted the unintended harm that wellbeing interventions could have when they are not properly tailored for a specific context.

(Cohen-Chen and Pliskin 2025) proposed a nuanced perspective of hope as an emotion, specifically in group-based contexts. The authors examined hope through a valence and function framework suggesting that hope can be categorized based on two orthogonal dimensions: the pleasantness of the emotional experience (valence) and the social outcomes (function). This framework goes beyond existing assumptions that hope is positive and highlights how group-based hope may lead to negative outcomes and emotions. In the individual domain, less is known about the valence and function of hope. If we consider that hope is also an ambivalent emotion (Lomas, 2017), and can co-occur with negative affect (Gasper et al., 2020), more research is required regarding the experiences and outcomes of hope as an emotion. This must also be adequately captured in measurement approaches.



Talking about hope: hope discourses

While we have learned much about the individual mechanisms and correlates of hope, it can be fruitful to examine how hope is created in language and conversations. Some scholars proposed that hope is a socially constructed phenomenon (e.g., Åhlvik et al., 2024). What can we learn about the phenomenon of hope through analyzing messages of hope and discourses of hope? How does this link to collective hope and action toward a better future? How is hope constructed in social situations? For example, messages that evoke hopeful future attitudes seem to promote pro-environmental behavior (Schneider et al., 2021). Hope discourse therefore has social implications (Åhlvik et al., 2024), and there is a need to examine more closely how hope is created or constructed in naturally occurring conversations. Further, it is important to explore the outcomes of hope discourses in the context of socio-political issues such as climate change and geo-political conflict.



Hope in context

Hope is anchored in beliefs and feelings about a desired future. However, these beliefs and affective experiences may be shaped by culture and context. It is therefore important to place context as a key element in examining hope. Recent survey research demonstrated differences in levels of hope among participants from different cultures and contexts (e.g., Krafft et al., 2023b; Slezácková et al., 2021). Qualitative enquiry among South African adults living in adversity indicated that context is paramount when studying hope beyond value-neutral, self-focused Western contexts. Specifically, in contexts where external societal support is lacking and inequality persists, individuals anchor their hope in relational and transcendent sources (Thomas et al., 2023). In this volume, Mason demonstrates how hope is interwoven with social responsibilities and collective aspirations in a collectivist context. Similarly, Bernardo and Ramos point out that empirical research on hope often yielded divergent findings in diverse cultural contexts, particularly regarding the two-factor structure of hope. The authors expand on Bernardo's (2010) earlier work on “locus-of-hope,” differentiating between internal (disjoint) and external (conjoint) sources of hope, which are crucial in collectivist cultures where spiritual beliefs, religious practices, and family-relational processes are significant sources of hope. These dimensions could be fruitfully explored by engaging with individuals, groups and communities.

The importance of context is also seen in the nature of goals and hopeful thinking patterns that individuals develop. (Khumalo et al. 2022) argued that prioritization of tertiary education and employment among South African university students was shaped by the need to secure a better material future and support their families, capturing the kinds of obstacles these young people needed to navigate. Also in this volume, Chan et al. provides evidence that hope, viewed as a cognitive-motivational construct, served as a protective factor for sleep quality among university students in Hong Kong, while the culturally relevant construct of negotiable fate did not relate to sleep. This highlights the complex interplay between context and specific conceptualizations of hope. While research on hope in context has emerged substantially over the past few years, it is evident that more research is needed to explicitly consider how context influences hope, as hope may be situated in the particular place people find themselves to be at a particular time (Counted and Newheiser, 2024) as well as the broader societal context (Krafft et al., 2023b; Thomas et al., 2023).



Hope outcomes

A large body of research has reported on the positive outcomes associated with hope, including higher levels of subjective wellbeing (e.g., Pleeging et al., 2021), positive health outcomes and health behaviours (e.g., Abeyta, 2023; Scioli et al., 2016) and lower levels of distress (e.g., Slezackova et al., 2023). An explanation for the social, psychological and biological mechanisms underlying these outcomes need to be explicated in broader contexts. Further, hope has substantive prosocial outcomes (Schornick et al., 2023; Thomas et al., 2023). However, less is known about the negative outcomes of hope. (Cohen-Chen and Pliskin 2025) discussed how hope as a group-based emotion can lead to dysfunctional social outcomes (“doing bad”) and unpleasant individual experiences (“feeling bad”). More specifically, they argued that hope could act as a blindfold, leading to risk-taking and enabling acceptance of systemic injustice, or to psychological distress when induced in contexts of high uncertainty. Future research could explore negative outcomes associated with different conceptualizations of hope in various contexts and among various individuals, groups and communities.



Fostering hope: hope interventions

Given the multiplicity of hope theories and conceptualizations, it is important to critically examine the development and applications of hope-based strategies and interventions. Drawing mainly on cognitive conceptualizations of hope, findings suggest that hope is malleable (Belfer et al., 2025). Strategies to enhance hope have been implemented in several contexts, including health care (e.g., Feldman and Corn, 2023), psychotherapy (e.g., Joubert and Guse, 2022) and education (e.g., Alam and Mohanty, 2024). In this volume, Scioli et al. present an interdisciplinary, hope-centred intervention for adolescents, designed around the fundamental needs for attachment, survival, mastery, and spirituality. Findings showed significant increases in hope, self-acceptance, and social coping, along with a reduction in depression. Further, the study demonstrates that hope interventions may be efficient, even when delivered by paraprofessionals. Also in this volume, Zhu et al. investigate how perceived peer support, academic hope, and professional identity jointly facilitate college students' academic adjustment. They provide empirical evidence for developing targeted support strategies that aim to enhance academic performance and psychological wellbeing. The findings highlight academic hope as the most significant mediating factor in promoting academic adjustment.

However, the focus of hope interventions has mostly been on individual hope and outcomes. More research is required on ways of instilling, enhancing and sustaining hope in groups and communities. It is also important to understand drivers and sources of hope in designing interventions to foster and sustain hope in different contexts. In this volume, Laranjeira et al. propose the concept of ecological hope as a dynamic, multifaceted, cognitive-emotional-motivational state that contributes to understanding hope in the context of large-scale challenges, such as climate change. They further present practical steps for promoting ecological hope in education for sustainable development. Also in this volume, Slezackova et al. report on the crucial role of hope in the Russia-Ukraine war. Specifically, hope seems to act as a catalyst in transforming negative experiences into growth opportunities. Therefore, hope has potential as a target for psychological interventions to promote resilience and wellbeing in the face of adversity. However, the nature and outcomes of such interventions still need to be explored.

Finally, research needs to explore whether there may be instances where implementing hope interventions may be contra-indicated. Hope involves the desire for an outcome that may not be achieved and could potentially be accompanied by unpleasant affect, such as fear. In such instances, interventions to enhance hope could also increase fear (Gasper et al., 2020). It is therefore important to examine specific contexts and populations where unintentional exacerbation of fear while enhancing hope could potentially have an iatrogenic effect. Similarly, the applicability of hope interventions in non-Western contexts need to be further examined, as these may not always be suitable when the focus is on individualistic conceptualizations of hope (Appiah, 2022).




How could we examine hope?


Implementing contextually relevant approaches

Hope research may suffer similar limitations as wellbeing-research, which tended to be prescriptive, individualistic and expert-led, with less attention given to contextual, deeper and richer personal understandings of wellbeing (van Zyl and Dik, 2025). We suggest that scholars could expand existing approaches to studying hope and move beyond averages, such as levels and correlates of hope, to explore nuanced experiences, expressions and practices of hope. In this volume, Mason contributes by examining hope among students within a collectivist context using a qualitative approach. (Thomas et al. 2023) made an important contribution in examining lived experiences of hope among adults living in South African township, but there is still a need for further studies utilizing similar research approaches in other contexts.

Further, it may be timely to adopt an explicit relational lens in studying hope. From a relational perspective (White and Jha, 2023), social contexts, connections and interactions in everyday life influence experiences of wellbeing. The same may be true for experiences of hope. Approaches could implement relational thinking and consider how the complexities of individual and collective perspectives inform the inter-relations and connections among individuals and, eventually, their experiences of hope (or lack thereof). Participatory action research (Keahey, 2021) and creative research approaches (Kara, 2023) could be useful to understand the complexity of relational aspects in experiencing hope.

Finally, there is scope for examining hopeful cognitions, emotions and experiences from a neuroscience perspective. Research focused on the neural correlates of positive emotions, including hope, is still considered nascent compared to the research on negative emotions (see Alexander et al., 2021) while neuroimaging studies on hope as cognitive process are only starting to emerge (Dasgupta et al., 2023).



Adopting methodological pluralism and engaging in transformative research

Hope research could benefit from adopting methodological pluralism, incorporating more diverse methodologies. Such an approach could combine quantification of hope, explore lived experiences qualitatively and model complexity using network analysis while also reflecting on its philosophical aspects. This will allow for richer insights, greater inclusivity, improved validity and innovation in examining hope. For example, (Thomas et al. 2023) implemented qualitative research using both top-down and bottom-up analyses to explore hope among individuals living in a resource-constrained African context.

Future studies could also explore the applicability of Krafft et al.'s (2019; 2023b) multidimensional model and Scioli et al.'s (2011) multidimensional network model of hope in similar contexts. Building on recent calls to engage in transdisciplinary research (Krafft et al., 2023b; Pleeging et al., 2022) more focused studies combining expertise from philosophy, religion and psychology, among others, is needed to capture the complexity linked to the science of hope.

Overall, we view the need to engage in transformative research in understanding and promoting hope as crucial to the development of the field. Transformative research aims to combine knowledge production with co-creating intentional change toward a sustainable trajectory (Horcea-Milcu et al., 2024). It further addresses societal problems through developing social and scientific knowledge which could support sustainability transitions (Wittmayer et al., 2021). Applied to hope research, a transformative turn would imply a shift from descriptive analysis to active, change-making inquiry. For example, research could examine hope as a leverage point and identify where and how hope could accelerate change toward a better future, rather than observing its general presence. Another possible research approach would be to engage stakeholders such as communities, NGOs, and policymakers in co-designing studies. This will enable researchers to understand what type of hope is needed and functional in addressing specific crises or challenges, for example, climate change or inequality (see Horcea-Milcu et al., 2024).



Utilizing advances in data science

Recently, wellbeing research has expanded beyond traditional quantitative and qualitative approaches to examine various constructs at scale using advanced computational methods. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, (Sarracino et al. 2023) captured national affective mood in 10 countries using publicly available, high-frequency text data (Twitter) instead of traditional, time-consuming surveys. The researchers treated a vast number of social media posts as a continuous stream of data which is provided almost instantaneously. This enabled them to track wellbeing dynamics daily. Natural Language Processing (NLP) (see Mishra et al., 2025), a form of machine learning, was used to conduct sentiment analysis, which involves automatically interpreting feelings and attitudes in the text. This approach allows researchers to capture momentary wellbeing or affective states. (Greyling and Rossouw 2025) similarly proposed an innovative methodological approach using Google Trends™ to develop a real-time happiness index. This involved extracting emotion words from information search queries and using machine learning algorithms to analyse their correlation with happiness on a population level.

Following a similar approach, hope research could include sentiment analysis of online forums and social media, using NLPs to explore feelings and cognitions about the future. Large-scale datasets offer the possibility to investigate cognitive and affective dimensions of hope qualitatively using generative AI analyses (Choudhury et al., 2025), providing rich ideographic data (van Zyl and Dik, 2025) as well as population-level indices of hope. Further, large-scale data could enable research on messages of hope or hope communication (see Åhlvik et al., 2024). Following Greyling's and Rossouw (2025) approach to measure happiness in real time through analysing information seeking queries, it is plausible to develop a real-time hope barometer to obtain insight into national levels of hope. Moreover, a Big Data approach offers sophisticated tools for monitoring hope, by providing continuous information on the collective hope of large populations. It can be especially valuable to investigate state hope in specific contexts and timeframes, such as socio-political instability, health crises and economic downturns (see also Rossouw and Greyling, 2022, 2025). In using Big Data, we might also consider the role of social media in promoting or diminishing hope during widespread adversity, for instance, a pandemic or even the use of digital media in implementing community-wide digital intervention to support mental health promotion.




Conclusion

The contributions in this volume offer an exploration of hope's complex and interwoven nature. While the authors examine hope through its established components, they also introduce interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and relational aspects. The findings of the studies in this issue further reinforce the complexity associated with understanding positive constructs and their diverse range of applications across various personal and social domains. Hope is not a single thread, but a tapestry of cognitions, emotions, relationships, culture, and context. However, existing research has mostly focused on the cognitive, individualistic strands, adopting top-down research approaches and weaved limited understandings of what hope entails. It is now time to weave a more expansive and inclusive tapestry of hope scholarship.

In widening perspectives on studying hope, there is also the opportunity for broadening toward a transdisciplinary field of hope studies that considers the complexity of how individuals think about, feel, and strive toward better futures. In keeping with the metaphor of weaving, we need to consider which threads of hope (e.g., individual, relational, collective, contextual) must be more fully explored, and how we can implement methodological approaches as the weaving apparatus to better capture the nature of hope. In doing so, the field could advance to a richer, more inclusive reflection of diverse experiences of hope and contribute to efforts to support wellbeing across contexts.
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Introduction: This study examines the relationships between perceived hope, posttraumatic growth, well-being, anxiety, and perceived threat of the Russian-Ukrainian War (RUW) in the Czech adult population. Drawing on the evidence of posttraumatic growth (PTG) amidst crisis, we hypothesized that perceived hope moderates the effects of perceived threat of war and anxiety on PTG.
Methods: Data were obtained from 1,000 Czech respondents via an online questionnaire ten months post-invasion. The form included measures of posttraumatic growth, perceived hope, well-being, anxiety and depression, and perceived threat of war.
Results: Our findings reveal that perceived hope acted as a moderator enhancing the positive effects of perceived threat and anxiety on PTG. However, perceived hope did not significantly moderate the direct effects of perceived threats and anxiety on well-being.
Discussion: This study highlights the significant role of hope amidst adversity and underscores its potential as a target for interventions aiming to foster PTG in populations who navigate traumatic experiences. Furthermore, it advocates for continued exploration of the factors interacting to enhance well-being and facilitate PTG in affected communities.
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1 Introduction

Over the past few years, the world’s societies have faced multiple challenges, which often arrived simultaneously or in close succession. The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have been combined with those of climate change, shortages of natural resources, and armed conflicts, affecting the psychological well-being and mental health of the general population (Barchielli et al., 2022). Comprehensive studies have demonstrated a profoundly negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on physical, emotional, and social dimensions of well-being across all affected countries (Fatahi et al., 2021; O'Connor et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021; de Girolamo et al., 2022). A study on large multi-country cohorts showed that almost one-third to one-half of the population had reported mental health issues during this global health crisis (Plomecka et al., 2021). Even before the traumas associated with the pandemic subsided, many people, especially across Europe, abruptly found themselves facing yet another tragic event: The Russian armed invasion of Ukraine, which began as another distressing event. The Russian armed invasion of Ukraine, which started in February 2022 and developed into a long-term armed conflict, has resulted in widespread destruction, refugee flows, loss of lives, and profound psychological distress for those directly affected. The Russian-Ukrainian war (RUW) has had significant political, socioeconomic, and health impacts in multiple countries apart from Russia and Ukraine and contributed to economic instability, increased tensions, and feelings of insecurity and threat across the European region (Sheather, 2022; The Lancet Regional Health–Europe, 2022; Vuorio et al., 2022; Zaliska et al., 2022; Riad et al., 2023).

The COVID-19 crisis and RUW, with their enormous impact on society, can be examined from the trauma perspective (Horesh and Brown, 2020; Jawaid et al., 2022). For individuals affected by the pandemic, this armed conflict has compounded an already traumatic situation, resulting in what is commonly referred to as double trauma (Brewin et al., 2000; Uwishema et al., 2022). The accumulation of these two traumas could have exacerbated their adverse effects on mental health and well-being, making it more challenging for individuals to recover and rebuild their lives (Jeftić et al., 2021; Chaaya et al., 2022; Kalaitzaki A. E. et al., 2022).

The detrimental effect of the RUW on mental health was investigated in civilian and military populations directly involved in the conflict, as well as in residents of other countries. A significant decline in global psychological well-being levels after the Russian invasion of Ukraine was observed among individuals across 17 European countries (Scharbert et al., 2024). Kurapov et al. (2022) and Xu et al. (2023) reported significant psychological distress among Ukrainian university students, personnel, and adults, with symptoms including depression, anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and insomnia, particularly during the early stages of the RUW. Increased stress, depression, and anxiety were also observed in those directly exposed to military actions (Kurapov et al., 2023). Similar clinical signs of mental health issues were found among Ukrainian military personnel and civilian defense volunteers (Pavlova et al., 2022). Overall, the war has significantly increased neurotic and stress-related disorders among Ukrainians (Yurtsenyuk and Sumariuk, 2023). Chudzicka-Czupała et al. (2023), who compared war-related mental health issues and coping strategies in populations from Ukraine, Poland, and Taiwan soon after the outbreak of the war, reported that Ukrainian participants showed significantly higher levels of anxiety, depression, and stress as compared to Polish and Taiwanese participants. More than half of the Polish and Taiwanese participants were distressed by the media war scenes. Polish university students who feared an armed attack by Russia on Poland reported significantly increased levels of anxiety than their less fearful peers (Skwirczyńska et al., 2022). Preoccupation with the RUW was related to higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress in Italian adults, too (Barchielli et al., 2022). Raccanello et al. (2024) examined students’ coping and emotional responses from 16 countries during the second and third months of the RUW in 2022. The study revealed that anger and anxiety were the most common emotions, with hopelessness and hope also frequently reported. A clear pattern emerged, showing a greater prevalence of negative emotions over positive ones.

Although the Czech Republic is not a country directly involved in the ongoing RUW, the war has affected its population in many ways: by accepting a large number of refugees, providing significant financial and material aid to Ukraine, and facing its own economic insecurity, among other things. Remembering previous historical experience with the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, many people feared that the conflict could spread beyond Ukraine’s borders and directly affect the Czech Republic. The study of Czech university students by Riad et al. (2022) confirmed their deep concern about the RUW, with more than 35% of respondents reporting moderate to severe anxiety and 40% exhibiting moderate to severe depression.

Nonetheless, as Frankl (1992) has previously pointed out, each crisis or traumatic experience holds a “transformational potential,” suggesting that adversity and life-altering events can lead to positive psychological transformations. Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004, p. 1) introduced the term posttraumatic growth (PTG), which is defined as “the experience of positive change that occurs as a result of the struggle with highly challenging life circumstances.” The concept of PTG does not deny the harmful effects of traumatic events, nor does it aim to diminish empathy for the suffering of trauma survivors; instead, it offers a broader perspective on an individual’s life experiences (Linley and Joseph, 2011). Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) distinguished three broad categories of posttraumatic growth: changes in self-perception, relationships, and spirituality. These are closely interconnected and permeate each other in certain respects. A later factor-analytic study yielded a five-factor conceptualization of PTG, which included domains of personal strength, new possibilities, relating to others, appreciation of life, and spiritual change (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996). More recently, a meta-analysis by Wu et al. (2019) found that nearly half of individuals who experienced a traumatic event reported moderate to high posttraumatic growth. Notably, higher rates were observed in those under 60 years of age, those working in specific professions, and those who experienced trauma directly.

Research indicates that the level of PTG achieved is related to the stress levels caused by the traumatic event (Wild and Paivio, 2003; Linley and Joseph, 2004; Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2006). Support for this comes from a comprehensive study by Matos et al. (2021), which surveyed more than 4,000 adults in 21 countries during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings suggest that PTG was more pronounced among individuals who perceived the pandemic as more stressful and demanding. Similar increases in PTG during the pandemic have been observed in other studies, particularly among those facing challenging life circumstances (e.g., Stallard et al., 2021; Yan et al., 2021; Collazo-Castiñeira et al., 2022; Ulset and von Soest, 2022). Kalaitzaki A. et al. (2022), who examined secondary traumatic stress and posttraumatic growth among Greek healthcare professionals during the COVID-19 lockdown, noted that PTG may co-occur with posttraumatic stress symptoms.

Posttraumatic growth as a positive outcome of distress has also been documented in refugees and populations affected by war (Ferriss and Forrest, 2018: Eltanamly et al., 2022; Stasielowicz, 2022). This may involve, in the first place, the development of a greater appreciation for life, increased resilience, and deepening personal relationships (Shakespeare-Finch and Lurie-Beck, 2014). In a longitudinal study on distress and PTG in Israeli ex-prisoners of war by Dekel et al. (2012), individuals with initial symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) reported higher PTG levels over time than those without PTSD. PTG, on the other hand, had no effect on the subsequent development of PTSD symptoms. This adds further support to the idea that experiencing distress can facilitate and maintain growth.

Regarding the development of PTG directly related to RUW, Kokun (2023) found that in the initial months following the onset of the war in Ukraine, among the five domains of PTG, appreciation of life was ranked highest, succeeded by spiritual and existential shifts. Resilience, self-efficacy, professional commitment, control, and challenge acceptance were shown to be vital personal resources, fostering PTG in Ukrainian adults. Mottola et al. (2023) investigated the impact of the RUW on the mental health of Italians after 2 years of the pandemic. The study found that worrying about the war significantly increased stress and anxiety/depression. However, positive post-trauma changes and four aspects of growth (relating to others, new possibilities, personal strength, and spiritual change) reduced the impact of war concerns on anxiety and depression. Interestingly, a recent study of Syrian refugees showed that depression and anxiety symptoms might moderate the relationship between PTSD and PTG (Alpay, 2024). This might suggest that symptoms of psychological distress limit the degree to which PTG can be expected after a traumatizing experience. However, given the general nature of statistical interaction effects, the presented pattern of findings might have also resulted from a situation similar to the one described above, i.e., when PTG occurring in connection with the trauma leads to less severe PTSD-related symptoms of depression and anxiety. This interpretation is in line with the observation that although PTG and symptoms of psychological distress are both positively associated with traumatic experiences, the relationships between PTG and symptoms of anxiety and depression across a large number of studies have generally been weak to negligible (Long et al., 2021).

A key question for mental health promotion experts is what may increase the likelihood of posttraumatic growth in people exposed to a crisis such as war or a pandemic. In the military context, positive changes that indicate personal growth include both external and internal factors (Mark et al., 2018; Stein et al., 2018). Personality traits showing positive relationships with PTG include extraversion, agreeableness, openness to experience, and conscientiousness (Karanci et al., 2012; Mattson et al., 2018). In the setting of wartime conflicts, civilians’ ability to cope effectively with hardships has been associated with levels of self-efficacy (Ghosn et al., 2021), resilience (Mao and Agyapong, 2021), and hardiness (Diab et al., 2018).

Among the personal factors identified as enabling posttraumatic growth, maintaining a positive outlook on life plays a crucial role in successful coping with adversities. Optimistic and hopeful individuals may find it easier to identify and pursue new possibilities and strengths following trauma (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996; Snyder, 2000; Nolen-Hoeksema and Davis, 2002; Prati and Pietrantoni, 2009; Slezackova, 2017). Hope is critical in enabling people to perceive challenges instead of disasters and strategize their way through them. Snyder’s (2000) theory of hope defines it as a cognitive, motivational state that drives and sustains goal-oriented actions. According to this framework, dispositional hope is closely linked to individual goals and the requisite control over achieving these goals through personal effort. During the COVID-19 pandemic, higher dispositional hope was associated with greater well-being and lower perceived stress and anxiety levels among American adults (Gallagher et al., 2021).

On the other hand, a more recent concept of perceived hope represents a broader construct encompassing elements beyond personal control (Krafft et al., 2017). This form of hope involves a profound belief that things will unfold positively, independent of the results of personal endeavors. This broader understanding of hope can be more easily conceptually distinguished from optimism and future expectations, which often deal with more controllable outcomes (Montgomery et al., 2003; Krafft et al., 2017, 2021).

Research shows that hope is integral in dealing with life-threatening situations (Farran et al., 1995) and is a natural part of human existence, essential for living with future uncertainties (Nunn, 2005). Hope’s role extends to fostering a connection to something greater, such as peace, and enhancing personal growth by connecting to meaning in life (Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Cohn and Fredrickson, 2009; Krafft and Walker, 2018).

Numerous studies have explored the relationship between hope and PTG, revealing significant insights into how individuals navigate and grow from trauma. Hope has been identified as a protective factor against the harmful effects of trauma (Sympson, 2000; Scioli and Biller, 2009; Slezackova, 2017; Senger and Gallagher, 2024) and a crucial mediator between posttraumatic growth and self-efficacy (Chang and Kim, 2020). When combined with finding meaning after trauma, hope can lead to improved mental health outcomes (Ai et al., 2005). Predominantly studied within a clinical context, hope has been identified as a key factor in managing health challenges (Ho et al., 2011; Hullmann et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2020). Krafft et al. (2023) studied the role of hope in relation to well-being, coping styles, and PTG among adult respondents from 11 countries during the COVID-19 pandemic. Most of the participants reported moderate levels of posttraumatic growth, especially with regard to the appreciation of life and awareness of personal strengths. Furthermore, personal growth was positively associated with perceived hope and well-being. In the context of armed conflict, hope has been identified as an important predictor of societal resilience in the Czech population during the RUW (Koubová and Kimhi, 2024). Klicperova-Baker and Urban (2023) noted that feelings of hope related to the events in Ukraine and the situation in Czechia during the height of the poly-crisis in late 2022 were positively associated with the preference for democratic values. Kimhi et al. (2023) investigated the impact of the RUW on Ukrainian resilience and well-being five months after the invasion, comparing it with that of Israeli civilians during the May 2021 Israel-Gaza conflict. Ukrainian participants showed higher levels of distress and perceived threat but also reported greater hope and resilience — both societal and individual — than Israelis. According to Marciano et al. (2022), hope was found to be a strong predictor of coping with the COVID-19 pandemic and an armed conflict among Israeli adults. In Ukraine, hope, well-being, and morale were key predictors of resilience, outweighing the effects of perceived dangers and distress. The findings suggest that a war threatening national independence and sovereignty under certain conditions may boost societal resilience and hope among the affected population despite reduced well-being, increased distress, and perceived threats. An earlier study of soldiers who participated in the Ukrainian conflict after 2014 also showed that hope was strongly correlated to all dimensions of PTG (Kondratyuk and Puchalska-Wasyl, 2019).

The above findings illustrate the multifaceted relationship between hope, anxiety, PTG, and well-being. While previous research has mostly examined the relationship between hope and PTG separately from other factors, there is a need for further investigation into how hope may contribute to PTG in the context of the perceived threat of war. This study aims to fill this gap by exploring the role of hope in PTG among Czech adults whose lives have been affected by the Russian-Ukrainian War. Based on previous research on PTG, it can be expected that the level of PTG will determine whether perceived threat and the associated anxiety will or will not have a negative impact on well-being, i.e., that posttraumatic growth will moderate the relationships between perceived war threat and well-being as well as threat-related anxiety and well-being (Mottola et al., 2023). However, since posttraumatic growth itself is conceptualized as a potential outcome of stress associated with perceived threat, its additional conceptualization as a moderator of the effects of perceived threat and anxiety on well-being might be problematic (see Kraemer et al., 2002). Therefore, a more conceptually plausible model for our study would be one in which posttraumatic growth partially mediates the relationship between perceived threat or anxiety and well-being, and the degree to which perceived threat and anxiety are associated with posttraumatic growth is itself determined by one or more moderators. Furthermore, the direct and indirect effects of perceived threat and anxiety on well-being are expected to be in opposite directions (i.e., the effect mediated by posttraumatic growth should be positive rather than negative), which should be manifested as statistical suppression in a regression model in which posttraumatic growth is added to perceived threat or anxiety as a predictor of well-being. These relationships are together represented by the conditional process model (Hayes, 2022) displayed in Figure 1. In the present study, we specifically focused on perceived hope as a potential moderator of the relationships between perceived war threat and anxiety, and well-being. Our two main hypotheses were that perceived hope moderates the effects of both perceived war threat and anxiety on PTG. Specifically, we expected higher levels of hope to be associated with stronger positive effects of both predictors on PTG. In addition, we tested the hypothesis that hope also moderates the direct effects of both predictors on well-being, which would suggest that hope might mitigate the effects of distressing events on well-being even if other conditions of PTG are not met.

[image: Diagram showing relationships between four concepts: Perceived Threat/Anxiety (X), Posttraumatic Growth (M), Perceived Hope (W), and Well-being (Y). Solid arrows indicate positive and negative effects; X influences M positively and Y negatively. M positively affects Y and is influenced by W, while W is influenced by X.]

FIGURE 1
 Conditional process model tested in the study.




2 Method


2.1 Participants and data collection settings

The research sample was recruited by MNFORCE, a company that provides samples for online research based on a large national panel of participants. The sample composition aimed for the representativeness of the Czech Republic’s adult population aged 18 and over, with quota established for age, gender, region, urban/rural designation, and educational attainment. Participants agreed to the data collection company’s panel regulations and privacy policies and received compensation for their involvement. All participants were duly informed that the data collection served research purposes and provided consent to data processing by completing the questionnaire.

The sample consisted of 1,000 participants, 509 (50.9%) female and 491 male, between 23 and 65 years of age (M = 45.3, SD = 15.5). Regarding family status, 19% of respondents were single, 65% were married or living in a partnership, and 16% were divorced or widowed. Most respondents (57.1%) indicated full-time or part-time employment as their main activity; 24.2% identified as retired, 6.8% as students, 3.5 as unemployed, and 8.4 as staying at home for parenting/family reasons. Regarding achieved education level, 14% of the participants were college graduates, 34.7% had completed secondary education with a school-leaving certificate, 46.8% had completed secondary education without a certificate, and 4.4% had only completed primary education.



2.2 Instruments

The Perceived Hope Scale (PHS; Krafft et al., 2017) was designed as a unidimensional measure of hope as directly perceived by people, conceptually distinct from the construct of agency and optimism, which are more closely linked to future expectancies of goal attainment (Krafft et al., 2021; Marujo et al., 2021). The six items, rated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 6 (“Strongly agree”), ask about the respondent’s general level of hope, their broad belief in the fulfillment of their hopes, how far their hope outweighs anxiety, whether hope improves their quality of life, and whether they are able to remain hopeful in difficult times. The Czech version of the scale has exhibited good levels of construct validity and internal consistency (Slezackova et al., 2020).

General Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7; Spitzer et al., 2006) is an instrument for the assessment of general symptoms of anxiety. Its seven items are rated on a scale from 1 (“Not at all”) to 4 (“Almost every day”).

The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI – SF; Cann et al., 2010) is a 10-item measure of PTG, capturing all of the five factors of the original 21-item scale (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996): appreciation of life, relating to others, personal strength, new possibilities, and spiritual change. Each factor is represented by two items. In the present study, respondents used a 6-point scale to indicate the extent to which there was a positive change in their lives in 2022 as a result of the situation associated with the war in Ukraine (1 = “This change did not occur at all,” 6 = “This change occurred to a great extent”). Following Cann et al. (2010), the total PTG score, rather than the subscores, was used in our data analyses.

The Mental Health Continuum – Short Form (MHC-SF; Keyes, 2005; Czech version by Singh et al., 2016) is a measure of the hedonic, psychological, and social aspects of well-being. It consists of 14 items rated on a 6-point Likert scale indicating how often the respondent experiences a certain situation or state (1 = “Never “, 6 = “Every day”). The hedonic well-being subscale, consisting of 3 items, is a measure of subjective emotional experience. The psychological well-being subscale, consisting of 6 items, is a measure of subjective perception of one’s own adaptive functioning on the personal level. Finally, the social well-being subscale, comprising 5 items, measures subjective perception of one’s functioning in society and the functioning of society in general.

Perceived threat of the Russian-Ukrainian war was assessed by a single item, “I feel threatened by the war in Ukraine,” rated on a scale from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly agree”).

Each of the above measures, except the last one, was scored by averaging across the respective item scores. Results of the reliability analysis of all these instruments are available in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and internal consistencies of self-report measures in the study.
[image: Table comparing scores across various psychological measures. PTGI-SF includes appreciation of life, new possibilities, spirituality, relationships, strength, total posttraumatic growth, anxiety, perceived threat of war, and perceived hope. MHC includes hedonic, psychological, social, and total well-being. Columns display mean, standard deviation, skewness, and McDonald's omega/ Pearson correlation. Pearson correlations are noted for two-item measures.]



2.3 Data analysis

Because the psychometric properties of the Czech translation of PTGI-SF have not been previously tested, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis prior to proceeding with the main data analysis to verify the five-dimensional structure of the measure as well as to determine whether the use of a total score was justified. The analysis was performed in R using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012). The models were estimated using the Satorra-Bentler robust maximum likelihood estimation (Satorra and Bentler, 1994), which has been shown to perform at a satisfactory level with Likert-type scales with 5 points or more, even when the assumption of normality is not met (Bovaird and Koziol, 2012). We tested a hierarchical model with each of the five original dimensions of PTGI-SF loading on a single higher-order factor, and this model was compared with a more parsimonious unidimensional model based on model fit, which was assessed using the robust Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with 90% CIs (acceptable fit: UCI < 0.10), robust standardized root mean square residual (acceptable fit: SRMR <0.08; Hu and Bentler, 1999), and robust Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI), both with a cutoff criterion of 0.90 for minimum acceptable fit, and values of 0.95 and above considered as good fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

All subsequent analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS Statistics, version 29. First, descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations between all included measures were computed, and internal consistencies of all multi-item measures were assessed using McDonald’s omega.

The moderation effects were tested and explored using the PROCESS macro for SPSS, version 4.2, introduced by Hayes (2022). Predictor variables were mean-centered prior to the analysis. Standardized coefficients were obtained by re-running the moderation analyses with standardized predictors, moderators, and outcomes (see Hayes, 2022). The Johnson-Neyman probing technique was employed to determine the boundaries of significance for the conditioned effects. The nature of the moderation effect was explored using line graphs depicting the effects of the predictor on the outcome at the 16th, 50th, and 84th percentile of the moderator variable (see Hayes, 2022). Confidence intervals for determining significance were estimated using bootstrapping with 5,000 samples. Subsequently, conditional process analysis (Hayes, 2022) was conducted using the PROCESS macro to test the overall conditional process model depicted in Figure 1.

Mathematically, both models are represented by regression Eqs. 1, 2, where X represents the predictor (perceived threat of war or anxiety), M represents posttraumatic growth as the mediator variable, W represents perceived hope as the moderator variable, Y represents subjective well-being as the outcome, a0 and b0 represent model constants, a1, a2, a3, b1, c1, c2 and c3 represent the estimated effects of predictor terms, and eM and eY represent prediction errors.

[image: Mathematical equation: M equals a subscript zero plus a subscript one X plus a subscript two W plus a subscript three XW plus e subscript M, labeled as equation one.]

[image: Mathematical equation labeled as Equation 2, showing: Y equals b sub zero plus b sub one M plus c sub one X plus c sub two W plus c times X times W plus e sub Y.]

The significance of the conditioned indirect effects of the predictor variables on well-being through posttraumatic growth was tested using the percentile bootstrap confidence interval (CI) method with 5,000 bootstrap samples.

Before interpreting the results of the regression analyses, potential violations of the assumption of homoscedasticity were evaluated by inspecting residual plots for each model tested. These did not seem to indicate heteroscedasticity in any of the models. In addition, independence of errors was tested using the Durbin-Watson statistic (with values ranging between 0 and 4, and a value of 2 indicating zero correlation between residuals; Durbin and Watson, 1951). Values of the Durbin-Watson statistic varied between 1.83 and 2.06, indicating no substantial correlations between errors across the models tested.




3 Results


3.1 Confirmatory factor analysis of PTGI-SF

The scale’s proposed five-factor structure and the adequacy of computing a total posttraumatic growth score were evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis. The target model we tested was a hierarchical model with the five dimensions loading on a single second-order factor. The model was identified after fixing one of the second-order loadings to 1. The model showed a good fit (χ2(30) = 155.57, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.09 [0.07, 0.10]; SRMR = 0.04), superior to the fit of the unidimensional model, in which all items loaded directly on a single factor (χ2(34) = 243.04, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.11 [0.09, 0.12]; SRMR = 0.05). The sizes of the first-order loadings ranged from 0.72 to 0.95. The second-order loadings of the factors of Appreciation of Life, New Possibilities, Relationships, and Strength on the second-order factors were all above 0.90. The loading of the Spirituality factor on the second-order factor was somewhat lower (0.69).

Overall, it was concluded the measure showed acceptable construct validity, and the subsequent analyses were conducted with the total PTGI-SF score (“posttraumatic growth”; PTG).



3.2 Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics of all measures are summarized in Table 1. For each PTGI-SF subscale and the total posttraumatic growth score, values could range from 0 to 5. The generally positive skew indicates that most people reported relatively low levels of posttraumatic growth, especially in the spiritual domain. The highest levels of posttraumatic growth were reported with respect to appreciation of life. Most people also reported relatively low levels of anxiety (with a theoretical range of GAD-7 scores between 1 and 4) but a relatively high perceived personal threat of war in Ukraine, with 47.8% expressing agreement or strong agreement – as opposed to 32.4% expressing disagreement or strong disagreement – with the statement “I feel threatened by the war in Ukraine.” Reported levels of perceived hope and total well-being were moderate. Hedonic and psychological well-being levels were generally higher than social well-being levels.



3.3 Correlation analysis

Table 2 shows correlations between all of the five measures included in further analyses. The results of the Pearson correlation analysis indicated, as expected, a strong positive relationship between hope and overall well-being, and negative correlations between anxiety and both perceived hope and well-being, which were somewhat weaker in comparison. Perceived threat of war was weakly positively related to anxiety, while its relationships with perceived hope and well-being were close to zero. Consistent with the expectations, posttraumatic growth was weakly positively associated with all measures. These patterns of relationships generally correspond to those one would expect if the proposed moderation effects were at play.



TABLE 2 Pearson correlations between all self-report measures in the study.
[image: Correlation table showing relationships among posttraumatic growth, anxiety, perceived threat of war, perceived hope, and well-being. Significant correlations include anxiety with perceived threat (0.26**), perceived hope (−0.32**), and well-being (−0.27**); perceived hope with posttraumatic growth (0.24**); and well-being with posttraumatic growth (0.28**) and perceived hope (0.58**). Derived from bootstrap confidence intervals based on 10,000 samples. Significance levels: *p<0.05, **p<0.001.]



3.4 Moderation of the effects of perceived threat of war and anxiety on posttraumatic growth by perceived hope

For the sake of clarity, testing of the conditional process models represented by Figure 1 was broken down into two steps. In the first step, we tested the moderation effects of perceived hope separately, i.e., we first tested models represented by Eq. 1.

Table 3 shows the results of the first moderation analysis, in which perceived hope was tested as a moderator of the relationship between the perceived threat of war and posttraumatic growth. A model testing the unconditional effects of the perceived threat of war and perceived hope (Model 1 in Table 3) confirmed both variables as significant albeit weak positive predictors of posttraumatic growth (F(2, 997) = 46.92, p < 0.001, R = 0.29). Introducing an interaction term (Model 2 in Table 3) added 0.6% of explained variance, and this increment proved significant (Fchange(1, 996) = 6.83, p = 0.009; Model fit: F(3, 996) = 33.74, p < 0.001, R = 0.30). The graph in Figure 2 indicates that this weak but significant moderation effect of perceived hope was in the expected direction, which means that the perceived threat of war was a stronger positive predictor of posttraumatic growth in participants scoring higher on perceived hope than in those scoring lower. Subsequent Johnson-Neyman probing technique helped to determine the perceived hope cut-off score of 2.40 as the point below which the positive relationship between the perceived threat of war and posttraumatic growth was no longer significant. At the minimum perceived hope score of 1, the predicted effect of the perceived threat of war on posttraumatic growth was close to zero.



TABLE 3 Multiple regression of posttraumatic growth with perceived threat of war as a predictor and perceived hope as a moderator.
[image: Statistical table with results from two models. Model 1 examines the perceived threat of war (B = 0.16, β = 0.17) and perceived hope (B = 0.26, β = 0.22). Model 2 includes an interaction term, PTW x PH, with results: perceived threat of war (B = 0.17, β = 0.18), perceived hope (B = 0.26, β = 0.24), interaction term (B = 0.06, β = 0.07). All p-values are less than 0.01. R-squared change is 0.09 in Model 1 and 0.01 in Model 2. Predictors were mean-centered.]

[image: Line graph depicting the relationship between perceived threat of war and posttraumatic growth, moderated by perceived hope score. Posttraumatic growth increases with perceived threat across low, medium, and high hope scores, with steeper increases at higher hope levels.]

FIGURE 2
 The effect of the perceived threat of war on posttraumatic growth as moderated by perceived hope.


The moderation effect of perceived hope on the relationships between anxiety and posttraumatic growth (Table 4) was stronger compared to the previous model. In the model without the interaction term, anxiety and perceived hope were both significant positive predictors of posttraumatic growth (see Model 1 in Table 4; F(2, 997) = 64.36, p < 0.001, R = 0.34). Adding anxiety × perceived hope interaction (Model 2 in Table 4) significantly increased explained variance by 1.2% (Fchange(1, 996) = 13.74, p < 0.001; Model fit: F(3, 996) = 48.03, p < 0.001, R = 0.36). The nature of the interaction effect is depicted in Figure 3, which – as with perceived threat of war – indicates that the strength of the positive relationship between anxiety and posttraumatic growth increased with an increasing level of perceived hope. The Johnson-Neyman probing technique identified the perceived hope score of 1.98 as the cut-off point below which the relationship between anxiety and posttraumatic growth was no longer significant. Similar to the previous model, the predicted effect of the perceived threat of war on posttraumatic growth at the minimum level of perceived hope was close to zero.



TABLE 4 Multiple regression of posttraumatic growth with anxiety as a predictor and perceived hope as a moderator.
[image: Regression results for two models. Model 1 includes anxiety and perceived hope as predictors. Anxiety: B = 0.43, SE = 0.05, β = 0.26, p < 0.01, ΔR² = 0.11; Perceived hope: B = 0.35, SE = 0.04, β = 0.32, p < 0.01. Model 2 adds anxiety x PH interaction. Anxiety: B = 0.45, SE = 0.05, β = 0.27, p < 0.01; Perceived hope: B = 0.34, SE = 0.04, β = 0.31, p < 0.01; Anxiety x PH: B = 0.15, SE = 0.04, β = 0.10, p < 0.01, ΔR² = 0.01. Predictors were mean-centered.]

[image: Line graph displaying the relationship between anxiety and posttraumatic growth, with three lines representing different perceived hope scores: low, medium, and high. Posttraumatic growth increases with higher hope scores across anxiety levels.]

FIGURE 3
 The effect of anxiety on posttraumatic growth as moderated by perceived hope.




3.5 The conditional direct and indirect effects of perceived threat of war and anxiety on well-being with posttraumatic growth as a mediator

Having established the hypothesized moderating effects of perceived hope on the relationships between perceived threat of war and posttraumatic growth as well as anxiety and posttraumatic growth, we proceeded with testing the models represented by Eq. 2. The model in which mental health was predicted by posttraumatic growth and perceived threat of war, and the effect of perceived threat of war was moderated by perceived hope, is summarized in Table 5 (Model 1; F(4, 995) = 143.27, p < 0.001, R = 0.60). Since the moderation effect of perceived hope was very weak and non-significant, we repeated the analysis without the interaction term (Model 2; F(3, 996) = 190.24, p < 0.001, R = 0.60). It turned out that perceived hope was a much stronger predictor of mental health than either posttraumatic growth, which was a weak significant positive predictor of mental health, or perceived threat of war, which was a very weak but still significant negative predictor of mental health. After removing perceived hope from the equation (Model 3; F(2, 997) = 42.58, p < 0.001, R = 0.28), the effect of posttraumatic growth slightly increased.



TABLE 5 Multiple regression of mental health with perceived threat of war and posttraumatic growth as predictors and perceived hope as a moderator (see Eq. 2).
[image: Table showing statistical analysis results for three models. Model 1 includes posttraumatic growth, perceived threat of war, perceived hope, and their interaction, with \( B \), \( SE_B \), \( \beta \), \( p \), and \( R^2 \) values provided. Model 2 and Model 3 include similar variables. Key findings: Perceived hope consistently shows a significant positive effect, and Model 3 highlights a stronger effect for posttraumatic growth. \( R^2 \) values indicate variance explained by each model. Predictors were mean-centered for the analysis.]

A similar situation was observed in the model with anxiety (Table 6). Again, the moderation effect of perceived hope was weak and non-significant (Model 1; F(4, 995) = 152.38, p < 0.001, R = 0.62). In the linear regression model without the interaction term (Model 2; F(3, 996) = 202.20, p < 0.001, R = 0.62), posttraumatic growth was a significant positive predictor and anxiety a significant negative predictor of mental health, above and beyond perceived hope, which was strongly positively associated with mental health. Both effects increased when perceived hope was removed from the regression equation (Model 3; F(2, 997) = 108.35, p < 0.001, R = 0.42).



TABLE 6 Multiple regression of mental health with anxiety and posttraumatic growth as predictors and perceived hope as a moderator (see Eq. 2).
[image: A table showing regression analysis results for three models. For Model 1: Posttraumatic growth (B = 0.17, SE = 0.02, β = 0.18, p < 0.01, R² = 0.38), Anxiety (B = -0.22, SE = 0.04, β = -0.15, p < 0.01), Perceived hope (B = 0.50, SE = 0.03, β = 0.50, p < 0.01), Anxiety × PH (B = -0.05, SE = 0.03, β = -0.03, p = 0.14). Model 2: Posttraumatic growth (B = 0.16), Anxiety (B = -0.21). Model 3: Posttraumatic growth (B = 0.29), Anxiety (B = -0.49), all with significant p-values < 0.01. Predictors were mean-centered before analysis.]

The last step in the conditional process analysis was to estimate the sizes of the conditional indirect and direct effects of both predictors on the outcome. However, since a significant moderation of the direct effect was not established for either of the two original conditional process models, we re-ran the analyses with simplified models, represented by Figure 4.

[image: Diagram showing the mediation model of perceived hope and threat/anxiety influencing well-being through posttraumatic growth. Perceived hope positively affects both posttraumatic growth and well-being, while perceived threat/anxiety negatively affects posttraumatic growth and directly influences well-being.]

FIGURE 4
 Final conditional process model supported by the study data.


In this model, perceived hope still moderates the effect of the predictor (either perceived threat of war or anxiety) on the mediator (posttraumatic growth). However, it does not moderate the direct effect of the predictor on the outcome (mental health), which means that only the indirect effect of the predictor on the outcome is conditional. The simplified model is represented by Eqs.3, 4.

[image: Mathematical equation labeled as equation 3. The equation reads: M equals a subscript zero plus a subscript one times X plus a subscript two times W plus a subscript three times X times W plus e subscript M.]

[image: Mathematical equation showing a linear model: Y equals b subscript 0 plus b subscript 1 times M plus b subscript 2 times X plus e subscript Y, labeled as equation four.]

A summary of the conditional indirect effects of both perceived threat of war and anxiety on mental health through posttraumatic growth is provided in Table 7. The results show that the indirect effect’s size increased with an increasing level of the moderator in both models. This means that, in individuals with higher levels of perceived hope, both perceived threat of war and anxiety had somewhat stronger positive effects on mental health through posttraumatic growth. The effects of the moderator on both indirect effects were significant (the index of moderated mediation with bootstrapped 95% CI was 0.02 [0.00, 0.03] for perceived threat of war and 0.04 [0.02, 0.07] for anxiety). However, it must be noted that, albeit weak, the positive indirect effects of predictors on mental health through posttraumatic growth were significant even at relatively low levels of perceived hope. Interestingly, in the model with perceived threat of war, the direct effect of the predictor on mental health was not significant (B = −0.05, p = 0.08; see Model 3 in Table 5). In contrast, in the model with anxiety, the direct negative effect of the predictor on mental health was substantially stronger than its indirect effect through posttraumatic growth across different values of the moderator (B = −0.49, p < 0.001, see Model 3 in Table 6).



TABLE 7 Conditional indirect effects of perceived threat of war (Model 1) and anxiety (Model 2) on mental health through posttraumatic growth at different levels of perceived hope.
[image: Table showing the unstandardized estimates, 95% bootstrap confidence intervals, and standardized estimates for perceived hope against predictors: perceived threat of war and anxiety. Values range from low (16th percentile) with estimates of 0.03 to high (84th percentile) with estimates of 0.18. Both predictors were mean-centered before analysis.]




4 Discussion

The present study investigated the role of perceived hope in the development of posttraumatic growth in response to perceived personal threat and anxiety associated with the war in Ukraine in the Czech adult population. In addition, we examined the relationships of all of these variables with mental well-being. Specifically, we tested two conditional process models, one for perceived personal threat of war and one for anxiety, in which one of the two variables predicted well-being as measured by the Mental Health Continuum (i.e., hedonic, psychological, and social well-being) both directly and indirectly through posttraumatic growth. Both perceived threat of war and anxiety were expected to have a negative direct effect on well-being. At the same time, however, they were expected to have a positive indirect effect on well-being through posttraumatic growth. Conceptually, posttraumatic growth is expected to arise from stressful experiences, which are characterized by perceived threat and anxiety, when certain conditions are met. Therefore, we focused on perceived hope as a potential moderator of the relationships between perceived threat of war and posttraumatic growth and between anxiety and posttraumatic growth. Specifically, we expected stronger and positive effects of perceived threat of war and anxiety on PTG in people with high levels of perceived hope compared to people with low levels of perceived hope. Simultaneously, we tested the hypothesis that perceived hope also moderates the direct negative effects of perceived threat and anxiety on well-being, i.e., that perceived hope might act as a protective factor against the detrimental effects of stress on well-being even if the stress does not result in posttraumatic growth.

Our analysis revealed some striking aspects of the psychological responses to the war threat among the Czech population. In our sample, posttraumatic growth levels were generally low, particularly in the spiritual domain. In line with previous studies (Shakespeare-Finch and Lurie-Beck, 2014; Kokun, 2023; Krafft et al., 2023), the highest levels of PTG were observed in the domain of appreciation of life. Furthermore, while most participants reported relatively low anxiety levels, they also indicated a relatively high perceived personal threat from the war in Ukraine. This finding is consistent with the outcomes of other studies, pointing at increased levels of fear and preoccupation with the RUW in Polish and Italian samples (Barchielli et al., 2022; Skwirczyńska et al., 2022). In line with the outcomes of the recent reviews (Lee and Gallagher, 2018; Pleeging et al., 2021; Murphy, 2023), we also found a strong positive correlation between hope and mental well-being. Unsurprisingly, we were also able to replicate the previously observed negative correlations between anxiety and both hope (Barlow, 2000; Gallagher et al., 2021; Richardson, 2023) and well-being (Kinderman et al., 2015). Perceived threat of war showed a slight positive correlation with anxiety, which is indicative of a natural human emotional response to perceived endangerment. However, its links to perceived hope and well-being were close to zero. Therefore, we tried to shed more light on these mutual relationships in follow-up analyses, the results of which are discussed below. Posttraumatic growth showed weak positive associations with all variables measured, which supports the findings of previous works pointing at the associations between PTG and well-being (Chen et al., 2022; Munroe and Ferrari, 2022; Pięta and Rzeszutek, 2022), hope (Scioli and Biller, 2009; Slezackova, 2017; Kondratyuk and Puchalska-Wasyl, 2019; Krafft et al., 2023), and symptoms of distress (Satheesan and Hameed, 2017; Mottola et al., 2023).

Our study also revealed some limitations in the role of perceived hope. The results of the analyses do not support the direct effect of the perceived threat of war on well-being or the direct effect of anxiety on well-being. In other words, perceived hope did not significantly alter the effects of perceived threat and anxiety on well-being independently of posttraumatic growth.

However, we did find evidence for the moderating role of perceived hope in the effects of both perceived threat of war and anxiety on PTG. Significant indexes of moderated mediation in the full conditional process model indicated that perceived hope not only significantly moderated the effects of perceived threat of war and anxiety on posttraumatic growth but also affected the strength of the entire indirect path between perceived threat of war and well-being and that between anxiety and well-being: The positive effect of both stress-related predictors on well-being through posttraumatic growth was stronger at higher levels of perceived hope as opposed to low levels of perceived hope, although in both models the indirect effect remained significant (albeit weak) even at the lower 16th percentile of perceived hope scores. In a model assuming causality, this would mean that high perceived hope provides a condition for posttraumatic growth to occur under stress associated with the threat of war; however, it does not seem to protect from the detrimental effects of perceived threat on well-being by simply dampening the negative emotional reaction associated with the threat. At very low levels of perceived hope, neither perceived threat of war nor anxiety had a significant effect on posttraumatic growth. However, at moderate to high levels of perceived hope, both the perceived threat of war and anxiety had positive effects on posttraumatic growth. In other words, perceived threat and anxiety may lead to the development of PTG, which, in turn, is positively related to well-being. Whether perceived threat and/or anxiety will result in PTG appears to be partly conditional on the level of perceived hope, with more hopeful individuals being more likely to experience posttraumatic growth.

Our results indicate that while hope can enhance growth and adaptation in the face of traumatogenic event, it may not suffice as a standalone buffer against the more immediate psychological impacts of stress and anxiety. Nevertheless, our findings underscore the role of hope in traumatic contexts, similar to the transformational potential of adversity suggested by Frankl (1992) and Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004). In the context of dual trauma such as that experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic followed by the Russia-Ukraine war, hope can play a crucial role in enabling PTG, even as direct emotional distress persists. Similar to studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic (Matos et al., 2021) and other traumatic contexts (Eltanamly et al., 2022), our results might suggest that hope can act as a facilitator for PTG amidst adversity, enhancing individuals’ capacity to derive growth from the challenges of war. This is in line with the idea that while direct mitigation of stress effects on well-being may require additional factors, hope plays a pivotal role in leveraging stressful experiences toward personal and psychological growth. Our findings align with and extend the observations made by Barchielli et al. (2022) and Riad et al. (2022), which highlighted the pervasive psychological impact of the Russia-Ukraine war across different populations. Unlike these studies, which emphasize direct emotional impacts, our research points to the nuanced role of hope in fostering growth beyond immediate distress, echoing Kalaitzaki A. et al. (2022)‘s observation that PTG can coexist with posttraumatic stress symptoms. This duality suggests that immediate emotional responses to trauma are natural but not definitive of one’s complete psychological state. The process of awareness of hope modulates how we interpret the stress of PTG and modulates our well-being. On the other hand, our findings diverge from studies like those by Kurapov et al. (2022) and Raccanello et al. (2024), which highlighted the significant direct impacts of war-related stress on mental health. In contrast to these studies, our research suggests that the positive transformative effects of stress, facilitated by hope, are more pronounced in PTG rather than direct enhancement of well-being. This divergence may be due to cultural or contextual differences in the experience and utilization of hope and resilience.

There are some additional findings that require attention, providing context to the results above. First, it should be noted that while the average score of perceived threat of war in our sample was relatively high (i.e., above the scale midpoint of 3.0), the first-order correlation between this variable and anxiety was rather weak (r = 0.26), and – even more surprisingly – there was a near-zero correlation between perceived threat of war and well-being as measured by the Mental Health Continuum. Indeed, the association between perceived threat of war and PTG (r = 0.18) was stronger in our sample than between perceived threat of war and well-being, and it was confirmed by the conditional process analysis that perceived threat of war was only significantly associated with mental health indirectly and positively (albeit weakly) through posttraumatic growth. The expected significant direct negative effect was not found. With anxiety, on the other hand, the expected significant direct effect on well-being was observed and was substantially stronger than the indirect effect. This suggests that perceived threat, while recognized, does not necessarily translate into direct emotional distress or reduced mental health as might be expected. Instead, the stronger correlation with posttraumatic growth – as compared to that with well-being – suggests that the perception of threat may activate a more reflective or meaning-making response among individuals rather than inducing a direct stress response. These results further support the observation that the impact of perceived war threat on well-being is mediated by posttraumatic growth, albeit weakly (Mottola et al., 2023). In other words, this indicates that even in the absence of a strong direct impact on mental health, the experience of threat can still contribute positively to psychological development through mechanisms of growth and adaptation. The significant direct effect of anxiety on well-being, in contrast, underscores the more typical response expected from a stressor, where increased anxiety clearly diminishes mental health.

The second observation relevant to the present findings is that the levels of posttraumatic growth were generally low (M = 2.6, which can be compared to the scale midpoint of 3.5), with the highest scores observed with the subscale Appreciation of Life. One possible interpretation of this is that although the Ukrainian war triggered some awareness of potential personal impact in adult Czechs, it did not necessarily lead to a fully developed posttraumatic stress response but, in more hopeful individuals, was more likely to result in reflecting on their own blessings in the shadow of personal tragedies witnessed in a fellow country plagued by war. This reflects a kind of selective engagement with the crisis, where direct threats do not lead to a complete stress response but encourage a reassessment of personal values and blessings, which can be intricately linked to hope, gratitude, and spirituality. This is consistent with literature suggesting that hope is closely associated with gratitude (McCullough, 2002; Witvliet et al., 2018; Bazargan-Hejazi et al., 2023) - a recognition and thankful appreciation of what one has, which can be particularly poignant in times of broader societal suffering (e.g., during an ongoing war in the neighboring countries). Hope also often intersects with the meaningfulness of life (Hammer et al., 2009; Feldman et al., 2018; Guse and Shaw, 2018; Karaman et al., 2020), which provides a framework for understanding one’s place in the world and the meaning behind events, even traumatic ones (Ai et al., 2005; Linley and Joseph, 2011). People who recognize meaning in life are fundamentally more hopeful, significantly reducing the negative psychological consequences after traumatic experiences (Krafft and Walker, 2018).

Overall, our research suggests that in the context of high perceived threat and anxiety, such as those arising from the RUW, individuals with higher levels of perceived hope are more likely to experience PTG. This aligns with the theoretical premise that hopeful individuals exhibit resilience and positively reevaluate stressful events. Importantly, our results highlight that while perceived hope does not significantly modulate the direct effects of perceived threats and anxiety on well-being, it does enhance the positive relationship between these stressors and PTG, especially at moderate to high levels of hope.

To summarize the above findings, we can apply a metaphor of hope as a catalyst in a chemical reaction. In the context of war-induced stress, hope does not prevent the initial emotional strain — people still feel the impact of threats and anxiety. However, hope activates a transformative process, converting these negative experiences into growth opportunities. This process appears to be most effective when hope levels are at least moderate, suggesting that a certain threshold of hope is necessary to kickstart the growth process.

These insights have significant implications for developing interventions aimed at supporting psychological well-being and fostering posttraumatic growth (PTG) among individuals affected by war and other traumatic events, particularly those experiencing high levels of perceived threat and anxiety. Integrating programs that build and sustain hope into broader psychological support services can be highly beneficial for individuals in conflict zones or those recovering from traumatic events. Therapeutic practices can incorporate techniques such as identifying and nurturing sources of hope, finding meaning, and cultivating a positive outlook on life to help individuals maintain a hopeful perspective despite challenging circumstances. Community-based interventions that foster collective hope through initiatives promoting community cohesion and mutual support can further enhance the overall psychological resilience of the community. These strategies, focused on both individual and collective hope, can significantly contribute to the recovery and growth of trauma-affected populations.


4.1 Limitations and future directions

This study brings novel findings about the psychological impact of war in Ukraine on a large sample of Czech adults and underscores the complexity of relationships between threat perception, emotional responses, well-being, and posttraumatic growth. Although we see our findings as valuable and relevant, the study has some limitations to be pointed out. One of them is its reliance on self-reported measures and a single cultural context, which might not capture the whole variety of responses to RUW-related trauma seen in more diverse populations.

Furthermore, the cross-sectional design of our study does not allow direct assessment of causality, which has important implications for the interpretations of our findings. Namely, although the models presented in our study seem particularly theoretically plausible, the observed pattern of statistical associations could also result from other patterns of underlying causal relations. For example, the experience of hope might be the result - rather than a cause - of the connection between perceived threat or anxiety and posttraumatic growth. In such a model, however, the conditions under which posttraumatic growth occurs would still have to be specified.

Another potential limitation in our study is our reliance on a single-item measure for the measurement of perceived threat of war. A more comprehensive measure might capture the construct more fully and reduce the risk of different participants understanding the broadly formulated question in different ways.

Future research incorporating longitudinal designs should investigate how perceived hope evolves over time in individuals affected by war and other traumatic events. Understanding these temporal dynamics can provide insights into the stability of hope and its long-term impact on PTG, including whether initial levels of hope predict sustained growth or if fluctuations in hope correlate with changes in PTG. Additionally, future studies should explore moderating factors that may influence the relationship between perceived hope and PTG, such as demographic variables, personality traits, and contextual factors, to understand how these interactions affect PTG levels. Community support, psychological resilience, and external circumstances might play significant roles as well, as indicated by studies like those of Pavlova et al. (2022) and Yurtsenyuk and Sumariuk (2023), which discussed broader socioeconomic and community factors affecting mental health during the war. Additionally, multigroup comparisons and comparative studies across different cultures and conflict situations could provide deeper insights into the universal and culturally specific aspects of how hope influences trauma response to major crises such as the Russia-Ukraine war.

In conclusion, our study suggests hope might represent one of the conditions under which war-induced stress may be transformed into posttraumatic growth rather than becoming a source of persisting psychological distress. If this role of hope is supported by further research, the findings might inspire the development and implementation of new effective approaches to addressing traumatic stress in psychological practice. By recognizing the complex pathways through which trauma impacts individuals, we can better tailor interventions to support recovery, growth, and resilience in the face of adversity. Given the significant role of hope in promoting PTG, interventions in conflict-affected regions should include psychological support that fosters hope alongside traditional mental health services. Programs that encourage community solidarity, highlight positive narratives, and promote future-oriented thinking could be particularly effective. For mental health professionals and policymakers, these insights emphasize the importance of supporting not only direct interventions for anxiety and stress but also fostering the conditions that promote hope, gratitude, and spirituality as resilience factors in the face of global crises.
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Introduction

The study of hope has a long history across different disciplines; in psychology, cognitive theories of hope have driven much of the recent empirical research on the positive outcomes of hope (Rand and Rogers, 2023). Based on Snyder's (1994) theory, hope is defined as the disposition to identify goals, determine strategies, and muster the willingness to pursue these goals. In the last three decades, psychology research has accumulated evidence on hope's association with wellbeing (Pleeging et al., 2019) and on the benefits of hope interventions (Weis and Speridakos, 2011). However, conceptualizing hope as a cognitive disposition tends to overlook the social (interpersonal, normative) and cultural dimensions of hope. In this opinion, we assert that research on cognitive theories of hope needs to better understand cultural aspects of the cognitive disposition of hope. Below, we reflect on the universality of hope, current findings on hope across cultures, and prospects for stronger cultural theorizing on cognitive hope.



Implicit universality in cognitive hope theory

The cognitive theory of hope assumes that people's behaviors are goal-directed, and they appraise their capacity to pursue these goals (Snyder, 2002). Drawing from theories of future-orientation, self-efficacy, personal mastery, among others, hope theory assumes three components of hope: goals that serve as targets of mental processes, pathways thinking (or strategies produced to attain goals), and agency thinking (or the perceived capacity to pursue goals despite challenges). Characterizing hope as a cognitive disposition may imply that the construct and theory are universal, but the theory did not explicitly state so. Snyder (1994) suggested that the goals, pathways, and agency dimensions of hope might not be equally expressed across different groups of people, considering some societal forces that may undermine the goal pursuit of particular groups. But Snyder did not suggest that the hope-related cognitive processes vary across cultures.

Indeed, research on hope theory seems to be motivated to show its universality. Studies that translate and/or tested the validity of the Dispositional Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991) in different cultures (Hellman et al., 2013; Edwards and McConnell, 2023) and evidence for invariance leads some to proclaim the scale's and theory's universality (Li et al., 2018). There are also references to consistent positive correlates of hope and positive effects of hope interventions across cultures, although most meta-analyses did not actually include culture, ethnicity, or country as moderators (Weis and Speridakos, 2011; Marques et al., 2017; Corrigan and Schutte, 2023). One meta-analysis looked at country location as a moderator (Reichard et al., 2013) and found stronger effect sizes in studies conducted in the USA compared to other countries.



Cultural lenses of hope

Some scholars have elaborated on cultural dimensions of the experience of hope, and these expositions typically refer to affective and discursive dimension of hope (e.g., Crapanzano, 2003; Averill and Sundararajan, 2005). Attempts to consider culture in cognitive hope theories initially involved the imposed etic approach (Berry, 1989) to cross-cultural comparisons among cultural or ethnic groups within the USA (Chang and Banks, 2007; Hirsch et al., 2012). The etic comparisons were motivated by Snyder's (2002) hypothesis that encountering systemic obstacles in goal pursuit are likely to lower hope for some groups. Results did not always support the hypothesis and the group differences were discussed with some tentative reference to cultural factors.


Divergent findings in diverse cultural contexts

The need to pay more careful attention to how culture relates to hope became more apparent when empirical research on cognitive theories of hope produced results that were not aligned with the theory. Research on translations and/or adaptations of the Dispositional Hope Scale did not always support the scale's two-factor structure (e.g., Brouwer et al., 2008; Pacico et al., 2013; Galiana et al., 2015; Savahi et al., 2016; Lei et al., 2019; Khumalo and Guse, 2022), suggesting that the fundamental distinction between hope pathways and agency may not hold in all cultures.

Correlates of hope were also not consistent across different cultural/ethnic groups. Chang and Banks (2007) found that the positive factor that most strongly predicted hope varied among different ethnic groups in the USA. For example, the strongest predictors of agentic thinking was life satisfaction for European Americans, but was negative problem orientation, rational problem solving, and positive affect for African American, Latinos, and Asian Americans, respectively. Moreover, hope did not have the expected buffering role in the relationship between race-related stress and wellbeing of African-Americans (McDermott et al., 2020). Outside North America, research also found cultural variations on the relationship between hope and negative affect (Hutz et al., 2014), resilience (Alali, 2020), mental health (Slezackova et al., 2023), and flourishing (Flores-Lucas et al., 2023).

Although hope interventions are shown to boost hope-related outcomes (Weis and Speridakos, 2011), there are inconsistencies. Indonesian survivors of a natural disaster (Retnowati et al., 2015) and a community sample from the United States (Cheavens et al., 2006) showed significant decrease in depression and anxiety after undergoing a hope intervention. A hope program for Portuguese middle-school students improved hope levels but not mental health outcomes (Marques et al., 2011). Hope interventions for cancer patients from China (Chan et al., 2019) and Korea (Shin and Park, 2007; Kim et al., 2008) produced inconsistent outcomes on hope, quality of life, and depression scores.

These cultural differences may be attributed to methodological factors, but they also imply cultural-level factors that should be considered in better understanding the psychological process that are assumed to be associated with hope.



Cultural meanings of hope

Emic approaches (Berry, 1989) for studying hope in particular cultures can help make sense of cultural variations in hope. For example, spiritual beliefs and religious practices were mentioned as sources of hope among Latino families caring for a member with schizophrenia (Hernandez et al., 2019) and Filipino families caring for terminally ill adolescents (Briones and Bernardo, 2016). Family-relational processes were often mentioned in conceptions of hope in children in rural South Africa (Cherrington, 2018), adults from Ghana and South Africa (Wilson et al., 2021), Turkish teachers (Eren and Yesilbursa, 2017), Israeli families of children with special needs (Al-Yagon and Margalit, 2017), and refugees (Umer and Elliot, 2021). A study of disenfranchised young people in Australia indicates how minimal opportunity structures in their environment constrain how they define goals when thinking about the future (Bryant and Elland, 2015). Such emic studies on meanings and conceptions of hope indicate social or cultural sources of variations in the psychological mechanisms that underlie individuals' hope cognitions in different cultures.



Cultural models of agency, pathways, and goals

There have been efforts to extend the cognitive theories of hope to accommodate specific cultural experiences. For example, using a bottom-up approach to defining hope factors among Taiwanese adults, Luo et al. (2010) added two scales (transcendental adaptation, persisting effort) to the Dispositional Hope Scale. Maree et al. (2008) developed a five-factor scale (goal achievement resources, ineffectuality, future vision, despondency, and self-efficacy) of South African hope derived from qualitative analysis of students' expressions of hope. Bernardo (2010) noted that hope agency and pathways in cognitive theories of hope assume disjoint agency toward goals pursuit and excludes conjoint agency that is important in collectivist cultures. He differentiated between internal (disjoint) and external (conjoint) locus-of-hope, and added external-family, external-peer, and external spiritual loci-of-hope. Different versions of the Locus-of-hope Scale were validated (Bernardo and Mendoza, 2021; Bernardo et al., 2022a), and evidence for the positive outcomes of external loci-of-hope have been found across different Asian (Bernardo et al., 2018b, 2022b; Tee et al., 2022) and North American (Munoz et al., 2019; Wagshul, 2019; Dargan et al., 2021) studies, including some showing its role in protecting individuals against negative mental health outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic (Zhang et al., 2021; Dizon et al., 2023). Recently, a locus-of-hope intervention was shown to boost hope and recovery outcomes of Filipinos with substance use disorders (Ramos, 2023).

The above innovations still involved processes related to the pursuit of individual goals. Others hope scholars (Braithwaite, 2004) proposed that individuals may pursue goals that may involve other people, groups, and even whole societies, calling for a distinction between personal and collective hope (Sagy and Adwan, 2006). Jin and Kim (2019) also developed a Social Hope Scale to measure hope thinking that refers to collective goals.




Toward cultural cognitive theories of hope

These recent developments point to significant efforts to consider cultural processes in constructing specific facets of cognitive hope theories. But when these cultural versions of hope theories find cultural differences (e.g., Du et al., 2015; Bernardo et al., 2018a), the differences are still attributed post hoc to some vague cultural factors. There is a need for more complete cultural cognitive hope theories that will explain cultural variations within the culture-adapted hope measures.

There are recent proposals that sketch components of a cultural theory of hope. Krafft et al.'s (2023b) theory is perhaps the most comprehensive proposal that has as its core the components of cognitive theories of hope, but the theory has other important propositions that can account for cultural specificities. First, the theory constructs the goals or hoped-for ends as possibly being both individual and collective, and that are likely to be influenced by culturally transmitted values and norms (Krafft et al., 2023d). Second, the theory assumes that hope involves the belief in the possibility of the fulfillment of the goals. Finally, the theory adds the component of trust in the resources, both internal and external, for achieving the goals. The last two components are shaped by social experiences, norms and cultural belief systems as indicated by some cross-cultural studies (Bernardo and Nalipay, 2016; Krafft et al., 2023a,c).

Krafft et al.'s (2023a) proposal identifies the pathways for how different cultural-level factors (e.g., values, beliefs, etc.) bear on the cognitive-motivational processes underlying the hope experience of particular societies/cultures. It might still be necessary to identify specific values, beliefs, social norms, and others cultural sources that would moderate the cognitive-motivational hope mechanisms. But the theoretical proposals allow for more precise hypotheses about cultural differences in hope levels based on assumptions about culture-level differences in the antecedent factors. More interesting predictions would explain differences in the correlates and consequences of hope, and even in how hope moderates other psychological processes in particular cultural groups. Indeed, it may even be possible to predict when hope leads to non-positive outcomes in particular groups within a particular social and cultural milieu. It may also provide a better understanding of and guide for how hope interventions enhance wellbeing across groups by pointing researchers to target specific change mechanisms suitable to the particular cultural processes to promote future thinking and better mental health.

We recognize that these proposals to “culturalize” cognitive theories of hope are aligned with the so-called third-wave of positive psychology (Lomas et al., 2021), which involves shifting from a primary focus on individuals to understanding how positive psychological processes in individuals are embedded in groups and systems, and are therefore, cultural. The proposals are also consistent with Wissing's (2022) proposals for a post-disciplinary approach to wellbeing research that emphasizes contexts and meta-theoretical assumptions or worldviews. As with other positive psychological and wellbeing concepts, there is a growing consensus that these positive processes do not reside only within individuals, and that individuals' positive functioning is dynamically linked with affordances, constraints, and meaning systems in their sociocultural environments.

We should note that the preceding proposals (Lomas et al., 2021; Wissing, 2022) also emphasized using more varied methodologies. We acknowledge that the rapid growth of empirical research on cognitive theories of hope since the 1990s was driven in part by the availability of the short, easy-to-use self-report measure (Snyder et al., 1991). But if we aim to build knowledge about the psychology of hope that will resonate with the diverse experiences of individuals in different cultures, we will need to develop more multidimensional measures of hope, gather more diverse forms of quantitative and qualitative data, use rigorous frameworks for developing and testing the efficacy of hope interventions across cultures, and apply analytic approaches that are attuned to how people in diverse cultures express and experience hope.



Conclusion

In the Philippines, there is a saying, “Habang may buhay, may pag-asa;” in China there is a proverb that says, “留得青山在, 不怕没柴烧。” Both sayings may be understood in English as, “While there is life there is hope.” Indeed, the idea that hope is an essential part of life is probably found in many cultures (Bishop and Willis, 2014). But hope is understood and experienced in distinctive ways in different cultures. A valid psychological theory of hope should aim to capture the diversity in cultural experiences of hope, as it reveals those aspects of hope shared by all humans. We contend that there are now viable pathways toward a culturalized cognitive theory of hope.
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1 Introduction

In the 21st century, the vulnerability of populations exacerbates global concerns related with climate issues and the need for sustainable development education. Extensive literature documents the negative impacts of climate change on mental health and wellbeing (Cianconi et al., 2020; Clayton, 2021; White et al., 2023). The challenges posed by climate change will intensify worldwide, particularly for vulnerable populations such as children, older people, refugees, and those with pre-existing health conditions. Mental health consequences will vary due to the close relationship between the climate crisis and individual vulnerability (White et al., 2023), which is influenced by three primary factors: exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capability. At its core, the discussion surrounding the impacts of climate change raises significant questions regarding the enduring viability of human existence and the earth's ecological system. Supposing that our perspective on the future of human civilization and the planet is inherently gloomy, how does this affect a feeling of hope or despair for future generations, or influence our sense of personal and social significance and direction?

In this opinion paper, the authors discuss the impact of the climate crisis in the field of mental health, which has generated widespread clusters of eco-emotions and so-called “psychoterratic” syndromes (i.e., Earth-related mental syndromes) (Ágoston et al., 2022; Cianconi et al., 2023; Stanley et al., 2021). We then consider how ecological hope can be seen as the current manifestation of the responsibility and reconciliation between humans and our common home: earth. Restoring habitats and biological communities is urgent, and we must foster both the wellbeing of the earth and humanity through ecological restoration. We end by outlining practical steps to promote ecological hope in education for sustainable development.



2 Health and climate change

With the increasing impact of the ecological crisis and the public's growing awareness, there is a rising feeling of loss (including grief) over the species being pushed into extinction by modern industrial extraction and waste processes (Britnell et al., 2023). The primary causes of extinction include hunting, fishing, and altering habitats for agricultural, urban, and industrial purposes. However, species are also facing a growing threat of extinction due to anthropogenic climate change. This phenomenon is causing a rise in temperatures and extreme weather events in various biomes, leading to widespread mortality among species (Magnan et al., 2021). Likewise, economic instability, cultural erosion, and concerns about future consequences are all factors that contribute to mental health difficulties such as mood disorders, post traumatic stress disorder and increased substance addiction and suicide rate (Cianconi et al., 2020; Cuijpers et al., 2023). Simultaneously, major corporations and government agencies persist in pursuing a growth and development strategy that adheres to the status quo, relying on the continued extraction of fossil fuels and the conversion of forests and savannahs into agricultural and industrial areas.

The influence of rampant climate change on human health is intricately connected to several social, economic, and infrastructural issues that worsen disparities among different populations (Marujo, 2023). Climate change has unquestionably substantial effects on physical health, leading to around 12.6 million avoidable deaths annually due to environmental alterations (World Health Organization, 2024). Moreover, current research suggests that human-caused climate change also has adverse consequences on mental health (Walinski et al., 2023). Research suggests that people exposed to severe weather events, which are directly influenced by climate change, may experience detrimental mental health symptoms that significantly affect their overall wellbeing. Estimates indicate that 25–50% of these individuals are likely to develop such symptoms (Trombley et al., 2017).

Studies on the health consequences of climate change have primarily concentrated on the direct physical effects, specifically: fatalities and injuries caused by extreme weather events; the effects of rising temperatures and heat waves; the transmission of diseases by vectors; the impact on air quality and respiratory illnesses; and alterations in the quality and availability of food and water (Ebi et al., 2021; Rocque et al., 2021). Currently, other consequences of climate change are expected to have immediate effects on the frequency and intensity of mental health problems in impacted areas, as well as significant consequences for mental health services (Charlson et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022). Climate change has significant implications for mental health generated by concerns over personal wellbeing and security, exposing individuals to climate-related dysthymia (Romanello et al., 2023), eco-emotions and “psychoterratic” syndromes such as eco-anxiety, climate change anxiety, ecological grief, ecological stress, eco-paralysis (i.e., characterized by the inability to meaningfully respond to climatic and ecological challenges), environmental distress, and solastalgia (i.e., the nostalgia, anxiety, stress, and worry of people living in degraded environments) (Ágoston et al., 2022; Cianconi et al., 2023; Palinkas and Wong, 2020; Ramadan et al., 2023; Teo et al., 2024). Furthermore, susceptible populations are starting to encounter disturbances to the social, economic, and environmental factors that foster mental wellbeing (Crane et al., 2022). In parallel, there is a growing recognition that the distribution of health effects would disproportionately affect low-income or otherwise more susceptible people (Gianfredi et al., 2024; White et al., 2023).

Research has shown that the relationship with nature and the fear of a non-sustainable future are related with hope (Krafft et al., 2023). Likewise, mental health promotion is closely interconnected with individual and community hope, and with climate change in the long term (Newberry Le Vay et al., 2024). To mitigate an individual and a community's pessimism regarding the future, a pragmatic comprehension of the implications of climate change and the potential actions that can be taken is essential. Considering the increasingly dire predictions, people engaged in mental health promotion need to carefully consider the connection between evidence, hope, and action. The difficulties associated with adapting to climate change can inspire innovative ideas and actions that enhance the resilience and ingenuity of individuals and communities (Salvador Costa et al., 2022). Communities can promote cooperative efforts, both at the local level and on a global scale. In a recent scoping review, several mental health and psychosocial interventions were identified that operate at many levels, including individuals, groups, local media and institutions, and larger social structures (Xue et al., 2024). These interventions included a range of mechanisms of action such as “psychotherapy, resilience-building programs, nature-based activities, community strengthening networks, and climate activism projects” (Xue et al., 2024, p. 1). Furthermore, Seligman's (2011) research in positive psychology—examining the correlation between mental wellbeing, hope, and optimism—offers compelling evidence for the possibility of personal development and change arising from the climate issue.



3 Ecological hope: Homo esperans commitment to our common home

In the face of societal and ecological damage, we must actively seek hope and motivation to pursue a more promising future. In 2022, UN Secretary-General Guterres characterized the most recent report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change as an “atlas of human suffering” (United Nations, 2022). This report predicts that the prolonged climate crisis will generate injustices and growing vulnerabilities in our societies. Persistent colonialism, systemic racism, environmental injustice, as well as recent global emergencies (such as the COVID-19 pandemic, drought, and bushfires) serve as daily reminders of the perpetual instability we face (Deivanayagam et al., 2023; Marujo, 2023). To successfully navigate the problems of both the present and the future, we must be able to adapt. Hope is crucial in maintaining adaptability in the face of unpredictable social-ecological futures (Ojala, 2012; Wettergren, 2024), allowing for positive responses. People known as Homo esperans have an innate curiosity and actively engage in the exploration of the future, striving to establish ambitious objectives that they will ultimately achieve (Osika, 2019). Ecological hope arises from actively participating in activities that embody the fundamental ecological principle, expressed in Pope Francis' Encyclical Letter Laudato Si': On Care for Our Common Home, that all living beings are interconnected (Pope Francis, 2015).

Ecological hope as a dynamic multifaceted cognitive-emotional-motivational state that sensitizes individuals to the potential of desirable future outcomes has prompted many climate advocates and researchers to view hope as a predictor of climate action and engagement (Geiger et al., 2023). Following a transdisciplinary and culturally sensitive approach, hope is conceptualized as a wish or desire for a valued outcome or state of affairs, together with the belief that its achievement is feasible (although uncertain and not necessarily probable) and trust in the presence of internal or external resources that can help in its achievement, particularly when facing challenges and setbacks (Krafft et al., 2023). The literature explores several expressions of hope that are relevant to the social-ecological complexity we currently encounter (Bender and Rawluk, 2023). However, the organization of these expressions of hope varies. O'Hara (2014, p. 1) divided hope into three overarching categories: “particularized, generalized, and transformative expressions of hope”. Particularized hope centers around a particular objective or issue, such as reducing the impact of or adjusting to climate change, while maintaining an optimistic anticipatory and emotional state regarding the future (Ojala, 2017). Particularized hope succeeds when there is logical reasoning and individuals can act and control the situation. However, it offers little support when logic fails to provide solutions and when events and situations are beyond our control. Hope can also be generalized, focusing on a more abstract objective for positive outcomes at various levels (Havel, 2014), such as thriving or maintaining a sustainable lifestyle. Therefore, generalized hope is most effective when there is uncertainty about the way forward. Transformative hope arises when both generalized and particularized hope are combined, typically during a personal existential crisis, such as when an individual challenges the purpose of their life (Bender and Rawluk, 2023; O'Hara, 2014; Pleeging et al., 2022). In this vein, active contemplation and critical reflection lead to transformative hope, which allows individuals to shift their worldview and find contentment, regardless of the outcome (O'Hara, 2014). While transformative hope is also considered to critically negate the present, the focus of this form of hope is goal-directed social praxis. The process of envisioning an alternative future is meant to inspire action to create what is dreamt of Strazds (2019). A deeper self-awareness and awareness of otherness results in what Renaud (2023) calls the moral and ethical imperative of human responsibility to protect “Our common Home”. Each of these various expressions of hope can contribute to positive responses to social-ecological concerns.

Another aspect of hope that is being discussed is how individuals put hope into action. Certain literary works disparage passive hope, implying that it is synonymous with “false” hope (Osika, 2019). Passive hope is commonly linked to times of inactivity and a lack of agency or motivation (Lybbert and Wydick, 2018; Musschenga, 2019). The criticism of false hope primarily pertains to hope that is rooted in denial, and the mischaracterization of hope as mere optimism. Passive hope can be defined as the act of patiently awaiting improvement or avoiding damage. In this sense, individuals who label themselves as “doomsters” tend to disregard political and technological solutions to climate change as mere “hopium” (Doig, 2023). For Andersson (2016), passive waiting is a talent that can help individuals withstand a crisis. It acknowledges that even passive hope can provide internal support for individuals facing a catastrophe that might otherwise be psychologically overwhelming.

On the other hand, active hope suggests an engaged and observable activity (Orr, 2011). For de Graaf (2016), active hope involves a “temporal orientation of intentional and ethical action” (p. 604) and includes four components: visioning, expectations of results, emotions, and enacting. When envisioning hope, a systematic approach entails confronting the truth, identifying barriers and possibilities, considering interpersonal connections, and acknowledging the additional resources at hand (Diaz, 2024). It involves contemplating objectives, intentions, or values, evaluating an individual's capabilities and influence, identifying strategies to accomplish goals (Laranjeira and Querido, 2022), and determining methods of action (Osika, 2019).

The presence of both active and passive hope illustrates the flexible and responsive character of hope in relation to shifts in circumstances. Whether an individual or community possesses passive or active hope does not prevent them from also experiencing generalized, particularized, or transformative hope, as they can demonstrate various forms of hope in either a passive or active manner (Bender and Rawluk, 2023). By acknowledging the wide range of ways hope can be expressed, we can better understand how individuals might effectively respond to social and ecological changes that necessitate hope, particularly when taking action is crucial.



4 A pedagogy for a sustainable future

To effectively address social-ecological change, the concept of hope needs to be consistent with the underlying principles of social-ecological systems (SES) thinking, which understand the connections and interdependence between humans and nature. For instance, incorporation of learning and critical reflection is crucial in the governance and adaptive ecomanagement of SES. It is important to carefully consider the individuals who are engaged in the learning process (Li and Monroe, 2019), the connections between these learners, and the presence of conflicts and power imbalances within the social environment.

Development education and global learning can significantly contribute to global agendas on climate change, especially when incorporating the principles of Paulo Freire and his concept of the pedagogy of hope (Bourn, 2021; Irwin, 2012). When based on practical concerns and obstacles, hope can serve as a significant method for understanding global issues, despite its frequently perceived idealistic and utopian nature. Pedagogies of hope can both preserve and perpetuate current social relationships, as well as alter and change them (Finnegan and d'Abreu, 2024). Scholars have been studying the significance of incorporating climate hope into climate change education as a response to concerns about climate anxiety and distress. The Hope Wheel model (Finnegan and d'Abreu, 2024) questions the prevailing narratives of society and encourages the rejection of the underlying teachings that promote unsustainability. Instead, it promotes a pedagogy of hope that emphasizes the importance of relationships. This model involves three components: (a) a critical reasoning element that allows for the exploration of bold and disruptive questions regarding the reasons for the current state of affairs and the potential for change, as well as an examination of disinformation and misinformation; (b) a relational element serves as a connection between one's personal, inner self and other individuals who are not physically present or have different perspectives, as well as the non-human world; and, (c) an emancipatory element that emphasizes the ability to act independently and make decisions for oneself (Finnegan and d'Abreu, 2024).

A pedagogy of hope encourages educators to deliberately create opportunities for “transgressive learning”, provoking a transformation in the learner's perception of the world (Finnegan and d'Abreu, 2024; Frumkin, 2022). Participatory education methods like digital storytelling, peer-to-peer learning, self-awareness soft skills, and nature connectedness activities (Edwards et al., 2023) can address the well-documented worries and unease among young individuals regarding climate issues. Educators must recognize and address the dark perspectives on the global future, known as “probable futures,” and also assist young people in envisioning alternative “preferable futures” (Hicks, 2014). In this sense, some essential tenets should be applied to promote ecological hope in education for sustainable development (see Table 1). This can be achieved by using hope-driven, action-focused methods that protect learners' mental health and foster their ability to take initiative through innovation, collaboration, and a supportive environment.


TABLE 1 Essential tenets to promote ecological hope in education (Diaz, 2024; Hicks, 2014, 2018; Verlie et al., 2021).

[image: A detailed list of nine strategies to foster ecological hope and action. They include sharing, listening, understanding, acting, solidarity, empathy, focusing on the present, engaging in climate activism, decisiveness, and self-awareness. Each point elaborates on how these actions can promote hope, collaboration, and effective responses to climate change challenges.]



5 Final remarks

Overall, ecological hope as both a concept and a practical approach, is essential for navigating social-ecological transformations and co-creating embedded learning communities. To effectively convey social-ecological changes, we must possess a sense of hope, recognized for its role in fostering resilience, facilitating societal transformation, nurturing wellbeing and cultivating a belief in better futures. Nevertheless, various manifestations of hope can be unified to navigate intricate social-ecological transformations.

Critical reflection, relationality, and emancipation serve as the foundation for ecological hope, enabling us to acquire knowledge, undergo transformation, and react distinctly, including exploring different forms of hope. To implement ecological hope, it is necessary to invest in empirical research on each of its elements and develop the necessary skills to put it into action. Studying climate change may cause unease, but the potential for significant change may lie within this discomfort. As educators, we can cultivate hope and provide skills to mitigate climate change by promoting ecological restoration and seeking harmonious reconciliation between humans and nature, which means searching for Homo esperans. As the ecological crisis grows, there is greater awareness of the importance of protecting the most vulnerable communities and species, which promotes the flourishing of human beings and the planet toward a more climate-friendly future. Currently, a more in-depth investigation of strategies that promote ecosystem management, as well as the encouragement of educational programs and environmental conservation projects, is understood as essential.
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What is hope, and how can we measure it? These questions have occupied the minds of hope scholars across disciplines. This article outlines a comprehensive approach to understanding hope: the Bidimensional Model of Hope. Building on the standard definition of hope, the bidimensional model explores hope as the intersection between wishes (desires, aspirations) and expectations (assessment of possibility). Hope is thus located on a bidimensional plane with two perpendicular axes; one corresponds to the levels of wishes to achieve an outcome, and the second to the levels of expectations of achieving the outcome. We claim that the bidimensional approach is comprehensive enough to include existing definitions of hope while being parsimonious, versatile, and applicable to many contexts, including those where the hoped-for outcome is beyond people’s actual or perceived control. We show the model’s theoretical and methodological utility and its use in existing qualitative and quantitative research on hope in the context of intractable international conflicts. We end with suggesting pathways for developing and applying the Bidimensional Model of Hope to assist hope research in a variety of contexts and disciplines.
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Introduction

Hope is a fascinating concept. It is a central theme in religious scriptures, countless works of art, and the oratory of political and spiritual leaders. Trying to grasp its complexity and innate elusiveness, philosophers and theologians have offered numerous ways to understand hope, its virtues and shortcomings, and its role in the lives of individuals and collectives (e.g., Bloch, 1959; Fromm, 1968; Moltmann, 1968; Rorty, 1999). In the second half of the 20th century, psychologists joined the effort of defining and conceptualizing hope (e.g., Lopez and Snyder, 2003; Seligman, 1990; Snyder et al., 2005; Stotland, 1969). As the thorough reviews by Callina et al. (2018), Krafft et al. (2023), and Scioli (2020) demonstrate, the scholarly work on hope is vast, impressive, and highly insightful.

The intellectual fascination with hope is well deserved. However, as humankind grapples with the profound uncertainties of the 21st century, hope and its absence are no longer abstract concepts. They are becoming stark realities for many around the world. The mass shifts in populations and environment, the rise of artificial intelligence and global pandemics, and the unprecedented challenges we face on local and global levels may push people into profound uncertainty and hopelessness. In this context, understanding hope and its implications is not just an intellectual pursuit but a pressing need.

The question of hope is certainly relevant for people mired in longstanding intractable conflicts, where the unbearable reality of war is doubled by the likewise unbearable belief that the bloodshed will never end. Can hope emerge amidst war and destruction? If so, can we direct hope to promote peace? As political psychologists studying hope amidst conflict, these questions are fundamental to our research agenda. Yet our interest in hope’s manifestation during conflict has triggered a much deeper exploration of hope in its most basic form, stripped from specific functions and contexts.

Several commonly cited and influential conceptualizations of hope exist, including Snyder’s Hope Theory (Snyder, 2000) that examined how hope operates in the context of goal pursuit and Herth’s hope model (Herth, 1991, 2005) that was initially developed to explore hope among people with severe illness. Herth’s model provided an essential contribution as it explored hope that is not necessarily goal-oriented and could also be located outside of the individual’s control (e.g., hope among the terminally ill).1

Snyder’s and Herth’s models provide expansive explanations of the process of hope, how it functions in many contexts, and its intricate network of manifestations and connotations. We, however, were interested in hope in its nucleus state, stripped of functionality and connotations. In other words, we wanted to know what hope “is” before we explored how it “works.” We felt that exploring hope’s bare anatomy and, by that, denoting its most skeletal structure would offer insights into hope relevant not only on the personal level but also on a collective level in social and political contexts and to hope toward things located outside of the individual’s goals and scope of control.

The need to understand hope amid conflict was thus the spark that pushed us to develop a model pertinent to hope across contexts. Merging philosophical (e.g., Day, 1969; Milona, 2020) and psychological (e.g., Staats and Stassen, 1985; Stotland, 1969) insights with lay interpretations of hope (e.g., Bruininks and Malle, 2005; Li et al., 2021), we offer the Bidimensional Model of Hope, which we believe could be relevant to various contexts and functions.

Our research endeavor began almost by accident. More precisely, it started from the need to solve a methodological problem rather than from theoretical or conceptual curiosity. One of our main research programs is to reveal the psychological drivers of conflict in societies locked in prolonged violent disputes. Within this program, we were interested in measuring the levels of hope for peace among Israelis and Palestinians, two peoples mired in decades of hostilities and war. Looking at existing literature on hope in the context of this conflict, we noticed mixed results. Some studies report high levels of hope for peace among participants (Antonovsky and Arian, 1972; Halperin et al., 2008), while others report that levels of hope for peace are extremely low (Rosler et al., 2017; Stone, 1982). Looking more closely at the studies, it seems that when participants reported their levels of “hope” for peace, some reported how much they wished for peace (very much), while others reported how much they expected peace to materialize (not very much). In other words, “hope” was used as a synonym for each one of two distinct concepts: “wishes” and “expectations.” How could we measure peoples’ hope for peace if hope can sometimes mean “wish” and sometimes “expect” (and sometimes a blend of the two)?

As this paper outlines, the bidimensional approach offers a solution to the measurement problem. Perhaps more importantly, what started as an attempt to solve a methodological conundrum developed into a comprehensive model. Simply put, we suggest hope is best understood as a bidimensional mental construct, with one dimension corresponding to the extent one wishes (desires, aspires) for an outcome and the second corresponding to the extent one expects the outcome to transpire. Looking at hope as a construct consisting of wishes and expectations is not entirely new. It is apparent in the “Standard Definition” of hope used in philosophy and was used in earlier work in psychological inquiries into hope (e.g., Erickson et al., 1975; Sagy and Adwan, 2006; Staats and Stassen, 1985; Stotland, 1969). Our humble contribution is to turn existing work that understood hope as comprising wishes and expectations into a model that can be used across contexts, disciplines, and methodologies. What is more, the Bidimensional Model we suggest considers wishes and expectations not as components of a unidimensional concept but as orthogonal dimensions that define a two-dimensional space where hope is located.

We and other scholars have already used the bidimensional model to investigate hope (Hasler et al., 2023; Leshem, 2017, 2019, 2023; Leshem et al., 2023a; Leshem et al., 2023b; Ushomirsky et al., 2023; Leshem and Halperin, 2020a, 2020b, 2023; Shani et al., in press; Ushomirsky et al., 2023; Wenzel et al., 2024) but we have not had the opportunity to explicate its wider utility. In this paper, we explain the rationale behind the model, outline its applicability, and compare it to existing models, in particular Snyder’s Hope theory. We also elaborate on why wishes do not aggregate or multiply but are better understood as two perpendicular dimensions forming the hope “space” and demonstrate the theoretical versatility of the model in qualitative and quantitative research on hope.

The remainder of the paper continues as follows. We first provide a brief outline of existing psychological conceptualizations of hope. We then turn to lay interpretations of hope and explain why understanding the everyday use of hope is a crucial resource for hope conceptualization. We then turn to introduce the bidimensional model and its visual representation. We then present the conceptual and methodological utility of the bidimensional approach and provide examples of how the model can clarify hope’s role in various contexts. We end by offering paths for applying the model and future research of the bidimensional approach.



Existing conceptualizations of hope

As this paper cannot cover the full range of existing conceptualizations of hope, we offer a very concise overview of major trends in hope conceptualizations, focusing on psychological approaches. Following Krafft et al. (2023), it is useful to divide the psychological conceptualization of hope into the following categories.


Cognitive approaches to hope conceptualization

Perhaps the most-cited cognitive approach to hope is Synder’s Hope Theory (Snyder et al., 2005). According to Snyder, hope is comprised of two components. The first is pathway thinking, which happens when the “protagonist perceives themselves as able to produce a route to a goal” (Snyder, 2000, p. 9). The second is agency, which “reflects the person’s perception that he or she can begin movement along the imagined pathways to goals” (Snyder, 2000, p. 10). When these two components add up, they enhance each other as the “goal pursuit process unfolds” (Snyder, 2000). Snyder’s hope theory explains how hope plays out when people think about their goals and work to attain them. The pathway-thinking/agency approach can be applied to many types and manifestations of hope. For example, trait hope investigates pathway-thinking and agency as personality dispositions and thus seeks to reveal individual differences in people’s general approaches to their goals (Snyder et al., 1991). State hope, on the other hand, focuses on people’s pathway-thinking and agency at a particular moment (Snyder et al., 1996). Last, domain-specific hope moves the focus of hope from the general to life arenas such as family, work, and leisure (Snyder, 2000). Snyder’s theory is highly valuable because it explains how agency and pathway thinking contribute to and interact in the often challenging process of goal attainment. Indeed, Snyder’s emphasis on pathway thinking and agency has been the dominant cognitive theory of hope (Rand and Rogers, 2023).2 However, initial psychological inquiries into hope were based on a somewhat more basic approach. One of the pioneering works on hope as a mental construct was led by Stotland (1969), who mentioned two elements intrinsic to hope. The first was the “organism’s perceived importance of the goal,” and the second was the organism’s “perceived probability of obtaining that goal.” Hope thus depends on how much the goal is evaluated as desirable and probable. Erickson et al. (1975) and Staats (1989) continued Scotland’s approach by separately measuring peoples’ wishes and expectations for an array of pre-defined goals. Additional work in psychology explored hope as the combination of wishes and expectations (e.g., Sagy and Adwan, 2006; Wenzel et al., 2024). However, this approach did not develop into a comprehensive model and historically remained unexplored.



Conceptualizing hope as an emotion

Understanding hope as an emotion is apparent in the writing of hope philosophers (e.g., Bloch, 1959; Blöser, 2020; van den Heuvel, 2020). Emotion is also the primary lens used by many psychologists (e.g., Lazarus, 1999; van Zomeren et al., 2019). Lazarus’s appraisal theory of emotions (Lazarus, 1999) asserts that emotions emerge from rapid evaluations of situations. The emotion of hope is activated through two quick appraisals: the assessment of the desirability of a target and the evaluation of the chances of attaining it. Like Stotland’s cognitive approach to hope, Lazarus’ emotional perspective also hints at the need to study hope as the intersection between wishes and expectations.

Examining hope as an emotion poses a challenge because emotions are often transient (Halperin, 2016; Itkes and Kron, 2019; Robinson and Clore, 2002a, 2002b). People might experience hope when they learn that their wishes are more likely to come true. However, after some time, the emotional experience fades and eventually disappears. Conceptualizing hope as a sentiment addresses the problem of emotions’ short duration. Sentiments are a “disposition to respond emotionally to a certain object” (Frijda et al., 1991, p. 207). As such, sentiments are long-lived affective experiences and thus correspond better with situations where hope is a prolonged experience. Hope may be defined as an emotion and a sentiment because it is sometimes experienced immediately but can evolve into a lingering disposition if experienced over time (Halperin et al., 2011).

As stated, some hope scholarships classify hope as a cognition (e.g., Cheavens and Whitted, 2023; Snyder, 2000; Stotland, 1969) while others categorize hope as an emotion (e.g., Hasan-Aslih et al., 2020; Lazarus, 1999). Yet, recent work in psychology follows an integrative approach (e.g., Cohen-Chen and Halperin, 2023) that sees cognitive and emotional mental states as intertwined rather than separated. Indeed, looking at hope as a mental state involving emotion and cognition was already proposed by Staats & Stassen, who explored hope as an “affective cognition”. Herth (1991, 2005) has also integrated cognitive and affective aspects in her model. The model divides hope into a cognitive-temporal component related to the perception that a desired outcome is realistically probable and an affective-behavioral component consisting of confidence and an intention to pursue the desired outcome. Herth also adds another component, the affiliative-contextual component related to interconnectedness with others and spirit.

Although limited, the above overview highlights some of the major psychological conceptualizations of hope. It is worth mentioning that these models were based on what scholars think hope is, leaving aside lay interpretations of the concept. Yet, understanding lay interpretations of theoretical concepts is essential when testing scholarly theories in the “real world” (Furnham, 1988). Past studies revealed the problems generated by the gaps between how concepts like “culture” (Lo and Sasaki, 2024) and “race” (Dubriwny et al., 2005) are understood inside and outside academia. Lay interpretations can teach us about the “common-sense” account of the phenomenon while providing a critical lens on scholarly interpretations (Li et al., 2021). Recognizing the differences between how scholars and laypersons interpret concepts is particularly crucial in research relying on self-reported measurements (Leshem and Halperin, 2020c). The soundness of research could be seriously infringed if scholars explore one thing while respondents refer to another.




Colluqual interpretations of hope

Several projects explored the lay interpretations of hope. Feldman et al. (2023) investigated how healthcare professionals understood the concept of hope. Analysis of data collected from the 176 participants shows that the most mentioned categories associated with hope were “cognition” (97.2%), “implicit goal” (85.8%), “agency thoughts” (45.4%), “future-oriented” (38.6%), “likely” (36.9%), “affect” (33.5%), and “pathway thoughts” (29.5%). The authors point out that lay interpretations are somewhat inconsistent with Snyder’s Theory (less than 30% associated hope with pathway thinking) and Herth’s model (cognition was mentioned much more than affect). However, in another study (Wilson et al., 2021), in-depth interviews with 36 young adults from Ghana and South Africa revealed that interviewees associated hope with concepts consistent with Snyder’s Hope Theory (e.g., efforts, capabilities, and performance) and Herth’s model of hope (e.g., community and spirituality).

Moving to student samples, Bruininks and Malle (2005) found that some students associated hope with low personal control and an inability to take action, which is somewhat at odds with Snyder’s Hope Theory. Another study revealed that for students in the sample, hope could exist in favorable and unfavorable conditions (Li et al., 2021). To assess the connection between lay interpretations of hope and Snyder’s theory, Tong et al. (2010) conducted four studies on students in the US and Singapore. Results indicate that the lay use of hope was associated with the agency but not the pathway component. Tong and colleagues conclude that hope can be present without believing in one’s ability to create the means to obtain the hoped-for goal.

Overall, existing research provides mixed findings about the connection between lay and scholarly interpretations of hope. There are some fundamental overlaps but also apparent inconsistencies. Note that the abovementioned studies reveal the complexities of hope and its intricate functions and connotations. However, another path is to look for the more basic parts of hope as expressed in the literal use of the word hope in everyday life.

Consider this mundane salutation: “I hope all is well on your end.” In this instance, the sender is expressing their desire for the recipient’s well-being. Whether the sender genuinely cares about the recipient’s welfare or simply follows convention, the message communicates the sender’s wishes that the receiver is well with no indication of the sender’s estimation of the recipient’s wellness. There are thus cases where people use the word “hope” to express their wishes, desires, or longings rather than their expectations or estimations that these wishes, desires, or longings will materialize. Essentially, “I hope” can often be interpreted simply as “I wish.”

Conversely, the meaning of hope in the sentence “My hopes for recovery are high because the surgery was successful” is not centered on the patient’s wishes for recovery but on her expectations (i.e., assessment, estimation) for recovery due to the successful medical procedure. “Hope” is thus used here to denote evaluations or expectations rather than wishes or desires. While it is evident that the patient harbors wishes and desires for good health, this wish is not the focal point of the statement, as the wish for health persists independently of the surgical outcome. “I have hope” can thus simply be interpreted as “I expect.”

What about “I hope to finish the job by the deadline”? In this example, “hope” can be understood as expressing the speaker’s wishes to finish the job on time, or expectation that the job will be completed on time, or some combination of wishes and expectations (i.e., I wish to finish the job on time, and I expect I can do it). Indeed, in numerous instances, hope encompasses a composite of wishes and expectations (Lazarus, 2013; van Zomeren et al., 2019). An intriguing but challenging aspect of hope lies in its amalgamation of wishes and expectations in an unknown proportion. Though there is a big difference between wishing for something and expecting it to materialize, determining the exact amount of wishes and expectations in the sentence “I hope to finish the job by the deadline” remains elusive.

Wishes and expectations are two distinct (though correlated) dimensions of hope (Leshem, 2017; Leshem and Halperin, 2020b; see also Sagy and Adwan, 2006; Staats, 1989; Stotland, 1969), but the colloquial use of the word uses the two interpretations interchangeably. Think about the following sentence: “I really hope there will be peace in the Middle East, but I have no hope that there will be peace in the Middle East.” Put into context, it is easy to grasp that the sentence reflects fervent wishes for peace alongside low expectations for its realization. In sum, people use hope to express the extent of their wishes for X, their expectations that X will occur, or a blend of their wishes for X and their expectation that X will occur. This ambiguity would be harmless if wishes and expectations were synonymous. But they are not (Leshem and Halperin, 2020b; Milona, 2020; Staats, 1989). One can wish for something with varying degrees of expectation that it will transpire. One can also expect something to occur with varying degrees of desire.

Researchers often use self-reported measures to gage people’s “hope” for specific outcomes (e.g., Cohen-Chen et al., 2015; Hasan-Aslih et al., 2019; van Zomeren et al., 2019). The researchers then report participants’ levels of “hope” for these outcomes. Yet, because the term is so ambiguous, it is often impossible to know if people were reporting (1) their wishes for these outcomes, (2) their expectations that these outcomes would transpire, or (3) some combination of the two. In everyday life, the ambiguity of hope can be tolerated. Indeed, one of the fascinating aspects of hope is this very ambiguous interplay between wishes and expectations. Yet, scholarship that seeks to understand hope will need a systematic approach to clarify hope’s ambiguous nature.



The Bidimensional Model of Hope: searching for the nucleus of hope

The process leading to the Bidimensional Model of Hope was built on the need for a model that can be generalized to individual and collective accounts of hope and relevant to hope also outside the boundaries of personal goals and people’s actual or perceived control. To achieve this, we started by exploring the nucleus of hope, that is, hope in its narrowest form, stripped, as much as possible, of its functions and roles. The models developed by Snyder and Herth are instrumental in demonstrating how hope functions in different situations and elaborating on the process of hoping in various contexts (Feldman et al., 2023; Herth, 1991, 2005; Snyder, 2000; Snyder et al., 2005; Snyder et al., 2005). Yet, we were looking for something more basic.

Our contribution is to examine hope’s anatomical rather than functional attributes. In doing so, we seek to identify a sound starting point to help us understand hope in ways that align better with lay interpretations and are relevant to the experience of hope in social and political contexts where people’s scope of control and agency are limited. We found that the older conceptualization made by Stotland (1969), Staats (1989), and Erickson et al. (1975) are helpful because they focus on the essential elements of hope rather than how being hopeful plays out. The need to describe hope in its elemental, nuclear state corresponds with the philosophical “Standard Account” of hope, which defines hope in its narrowest, most basic form: “Hoping that P” means the “desires for P and the belief that P is possible (but not certain)” (Milona, 2020, p. 101, see also Day, 1969).

In addition to focusing on hope’s “bare” structure, we were also looking for common ground while remaining as parsimonious as possible. Looking for common ground, it seems that across scholarly and colloquial interpretations of hope, perhaps the most basic interpretation is that hope involves the presence of a wish for an outcome and some expectation that the outcome can be attained. Popular dictionaries also define hope as the combination of the two components. Webster’s Dictionary, for example, defines the noun hope as a “desire accompanied by expectation of or belief in fulfillment,” Oxford’s Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines the verb hope as “to want something to happen and think that it is possible.” Understanding hope as a mental construct necessitating only two elements also serves parsimony.

At this stage, it is important to discuss our Bidimensional model vis a vis the most cited theory of hope: Snyder’s theory of agency and pathway thinking. Though our model also includes two dimensions, it differs from Snyder’s theory in two fundamental ways. First, the bidimensional model looks at hope not as a process that guides goal attainment but as a mental state that may or may not evolve into a goal-pursuing process. We believe our approach can be generalized to many situations, including those where the hoped-for outcome is located outside of the boundaries of personal goals and beyond people’s actual or perceived control (Averill et al., 1990; Bruininks and Malle, 2005). To illustrate, hope for freedom, equality, or peace could be strong and meaningful for millions worldwide. Research shows that this hope has many psychological and behavioral consequences that may or may not include the pursuit of these goals (e.g., Cohen-Chen et al., 2015; Halperin, 2016; Hasan-Aslih et al., 2020; Leshem, 2019; Rosler et al., 2017).

Second, our model describes what hope “is” but does not, in and of itself, explain how it “works.” Thus, rather than being a theory about how hope operates, our model simply suggests that people’s hope for X can be understood as a point corresponding to how much they think X is desired and how much they think X is likely to transpire. As a model describing the nuclear structure of hope, the Bidimensional Model complements rather than contradicts existing models (Herth, 1991, 2005; Snyder, 2000). As we detail later in the article, we believe the Bidimensional Model can be used as a standard reference point for future research exploring more complex properties and functions of hope.

After establishing that wishes and expectations are necessary components, we must also ensure that our search for parsimony does not overlook other elements that hope cannot do without. An intriguing approach advocated by Krafft et al. (2023) asserts that trust is the third essential element in hope. The authors define trust as the belief “in the availability of current of future internal and external resources which can facilitate the fulfillment of the hoped-for good in the faces of obstacles and setbacks” (p. 34). Because hope emerges from uncertainty, people who hope must also believe in some force, be it internal (e.g., self-agency) or external (e.g., other people, divinity), that will bring about the hoped-for outcome (see also Meirav, 2009).

Krafft and colleagues’ compelling argument that trust is an indispensable element of hope deserves close attention. Their work asserts that hope always involves trust in the current or future availability of resources and that hope is incomplete without this trust (Krafft et al., 2023). We fully agree with this statement yet argue that this trust feeds into the expectation dimension of hope and, as such, should not be understood as a standalone element. To explain our argument, it is first necessary to ascertain that hope is a purely subjective mental construct and that people’s wishes and expectations are subjectively evaluated. When people appraise the desirability of an outcome, they may rely on different cues, information sources, and beliefs and, like all subjective processing, be susceptible to bias. People’s expectations of fulfillment are also subjective. When people assess the likelihood of an outcome, they may also rely on different cues, beliefs, or sources of information that are then subjectively processed and may also be influenced by biases (Fiske, 2010).

We claim that trust is one of these cues, information, and beliefs that feed into the expectation dimension. When one trusts that external resources like family members, the medical team, or God will help them recover from severe illness, one is likely to incorporate this trust into the subjective evaluation of the chances for recovery. When one trusts internal resources like personal strength and determination, one inadvertently weighs this into one’s estimation of recovery. Indeed, in times of hardship and calamity, when “objective evidence” points to unfavorable outcomes, people’s expectation that their goals will be attained may be almost exclusively driven by their trust in external or internal forces that will facilitate attaining a goal. In other words, trust in the availability of resources is a crucial ingredient of hope, but we see it as an ingredient included within the expectation dimension.



The Bidimensional Model of Hope: wishes and expectations as orthogonal dimensions

Up to this stage, our main points were that reducing hope to its core components will always leave us with two elements, namely, wishes and expectations, and that looking at hope as the combination of these two elements does not seriously infringe scholarly or colloquial interpretations of the concept. The next natural question is how these two components compile into “hope.” Do wishes and expectations add up to create hope? Is hope a product of their multiplication? Let us examine these options.

One approach used in Snyder’s Trait, State, and Domain Hope Scales and Herth’s Hope Scale is to calculate the total hope score by summing the scores of each item across all factors (Herth, 1991; Snyder, 2000). However, determining the levels of hope through aggregation might prove problematic when one factor equals zero. Because, according to these theories, each factor is essential, hope should logically be zero when one factor is null, irrespective of the magnitude of the other factors. Yet summing (or averaging) the scores when one factor equals zero and the other more than zero will always give a positive score. Going back to our bidimensional model, in scenarios where the wish is absent but some level of expectation persists, combining (or averaging) the wishes and expectations results in a numerical value greater than zero. Nonetheless, hope does not exist when we do not wish for an outcome. The conclusion is that hope cannot be the aggregation of wishes and expectations.

Multiplying wishes and expectations (see Staats, 1989) solves this problem and is in line with work on motivation that uses the product of the perceived value of a goal and the perceived expectancy to achieve a goal as a predictor of behaviors pursuing the goal (Forster et al., 2007; Kruglanski et al., 2015). The multiplication approach also resonates with economic frameworks of expected utility (Schoemaker, 1982), wherein the value of a prospect is multiplied by its likelihood of occurrence. However, defining hope as the product of wishes and expectations poses two fundamental challenges. The first pertains to the assumption of equal weighting between wishes and expectations in the multiplication process. However, the weight of each dimension—namely, its contribution to hope—is contingent upon contextual factors. In certain scenarios, hope may hinge more prominently on one’s strong wishes for an outcome rather than the expectations surrounding its attainment, whereas in other instances, the influence of expectations may outweigh that of wishes.

The second challenge arises from the non-interchangeability of wishes and expectations. For instance, the hopes harbored by an individual with low wishes but high expectations differ qualitatively from those of another individual with high wishes but low expectations regarding the same outcome. The former individual exhibits modest enthusiasm toward the outcome yet perceives it as feasible, whereas the latter holds strong wishes for the outcome but perceives its attainment as improbable. Despite yielding identical multiplication products, their hopes for the outcome possess distinct qualitative attributes.

How can we define hope as a construct combining wishes and expectations if we cannot sum or multiply them? To tackle this puzzle, we follow Fiske’s (2018) and Fiske et al. (2007) approach to looking at a sociopsychological construct made of two components as a bidimensional construct. Instead of aggregating or multiplying two components to create a single value, the bidimensional approach looks at the sociopsychological construct as a point on a bidimensional plane corresponding to two values. In our case, the Bidimensional Model of Hope (see Figure 1) maps hope on two orthogonal dimensions, with one dimension being the wish for the outcome and the other being the expectations of its materialization. The levels of hope (from non-existent to very high) could be found anywhere on this bidimensional plane. As we exemplify in the following paragraphs, the bidimensional model provides much-needed nuances to understanding hope in various contexts.
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FIGURE 1
 The Bidimensional Model of Hope.




Conceptual utility of the Bidimensional Model of Hope

The conceptual utility of the model is exemplified by a simple examination of the bidimensional plane presented in Figure 1 (divided into quarters to facilitate the exploration). First, hope is virtually non-existent when wishes and expectations approach zero (located at the bottom-left corner, beyond the shaded region).3 Progressing upward and toward the right, we transition into the shaded region, denoting hope across its myriad combinations and intensities. Hope correspondingly increases with the rise of wishes and expectations (i.e., as we approach the upper-right corner). At its zenith, hope is highest in the upper-right corner when both wishes and expectations are greatest. However, when expectations ascend to the point of certainty (very high expectations at the extreme right side of the figure), hope becomes irrelevant. In situations of certainty, we depart from the realm of hope, as there is no inclination to hope for events deemed inevitable.

Examining the shaded area, it becomes evident that hope levels range from low in the lower-left section to high in the upper-right section. However, the remaining two shaded areas warrant special attention. Firstly, let us consider the lower-right quadrant, where wishes for an outcome are low to moderate, and expectations are high. This quadrant characterizes situations where individuals exhibit lukewarm enthusiasm toward an outcome while maintaining a belief in its achievability. This scenario might align with the concept of optimism. Compared to hope, optimism often pertains to objectives perceived as less significant but deemed more feasible (Bruininks and Malle, 2005).

The upper-left corner is the most interesting section as it represents situations where the wishes are high but expectations are low. These situations arise when outcomes are deemed essential but unlikely. A severely ill person fighting for her health, a historically marginalized community struggling for social mobility, and societies mired in decades of violent conflict striving for peace are all examples of situations where certain outcomes are desperately needed, but their chances to materialize might be exceptionally slim.

Located in the upper-left corner, these intense experiences of hope (for health, social mobility, or peace) can be strong and meaningful, but they are driven by strong desires and wishes, not by the expectations of fulfillment. There are indeed many times when, despite the small likelihood of attainment, people’s hopes are unwavering. People’s determination to fight for democracy and freedom in totalitarian and oppressive regimes or their struggles for peace amid violent conflict are driven by unshaken wishes for social change despite the low odds of attainment. The common phrase, “hope in the absence of hope,” is thus not a paradox but a way to express the presence of desires, dreams, and aspirations when the likelihood of fulfillment is scant. Thinkers and public figures also focused on this type of hope, where we desire something badly despite our understanding that the chances of achievement are meager. As Vaclav Havel said: “The more unpropitious the situation in which we demonstrate hope, the deeper that hope is.”

The argument that hope is a bidimensional construct is further validated in Exploratory Factor Analysis. For example, in a study on Jewish-Israelis and Palestinians’ hope for peace, items measuring participants’ wishes for peace loaded well on one factor (>0.62), while items gaging participants’ expectations for peace loaded well on a second factor (>0.65). No cross-loadings over 0.2 were observed (Leshem and Halperin, 2020b). It is important to note that the orthogonal nature of the dimensions does not imply that they are not correlated. Our studies reveal, for example, that the correlation between wishes and expectations for peace among people mired in intractable conflicts (in this case, Jewish Israelis and Palestinians from the Occupied Territories) is significant and ranges between 0.18 and 0.44 (Leshem, 2017, 2019; Leshem and Halperin, 2023). Generally speaking, the correlations between the dimensions may vary depending on numerous factors, including the target of hope, the context, the population studied, and so on.

The Bidimensional Model of Hope could also help in solving the puzzle of the opposite of hope. In some literature, despair is considered the antonym of hope (Fletcher, 1999; Halperin, 2016; Nesse, 1999). Lazarus explicitly contrasts hope and despair, with the former being a vital coping mechanism against the latter (Lazarus, 1999). Lazarus positions hope and despair as opposite reactions to different perceptions of reality (hope is associated with perceiving a positive future and despair with perceiving a negative future) and as opposites in terms of virtue, with hope being constructive and despair destructive to human well-being.

Other research mentions fear as the opposite of hope (Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal, 2006; Roseman, 1991). This claim is also plausible as hope involves envisioning a positive future while fear involves envisioning an adverse future. Fear and hope can also be regarded as opposites in terms of their psychological mechanisms (Bar-Tal, 2001). Fear is much more automatic and often requires little cognitive resources (LeDoux, 1998), whereas hope involves taxing cognitive activity, including creativity and flexibility (Snyder, 1994). Halperin et al. (2008) found that in the context of conflict, the two constructs are negatively correlated (r = −22 p < 0.001). In another study conducted in the context of conflict, fear and hope had opposite effects on information-seeking (Cohen-Chen et al., 2014). Hope directed people to seek information about opportunities for peace, while fear inclines people to acquire information that rejects these opportunities.

Fear and despair are not synonymous. So, which one is hope’s opposite? The bidimensional approach quickly solves this dilemma. Quite simply, both are the opposites of hope (see also Blöser, 2020; Day, 1969). Despair is elicited when an outcome is appraised as highly desirable, but expectations of its realization are negative. Simply put, we wish very much but know attainment is impossible. The more we wish for something and the more we acknowledge the impossibility of attainment, the greater the despair. On the bidimensional plane, despair is located to the left of the Y-axis (denoting negative expectations) and above the X-axis (denoting a positive wish). Fear, on the other hand, is elicited when probabilities are appraised as high, but the outcome is adverse. We do not want something malign or hurtful to happen, but we believe it will. The more adverse the event and the more likely it is, the more we fear it. On the bidimensional plane, fear is placed to the right of the Y-axis (denoting positive expectations) but below the X-axis (denoting a negative wish). Understanding hope as a bidimensional construct helps in its conceptualization. As the following section shows, the bidimensional approach also has methodological advantages.



Methodological utility of the Bidimensional Model of Hope

Transitioning the bidimensional model from conceptualization to operationalization is relatively straightforward. To determine the levels of hope for X, we need to determine the degree to which people wish for X and the degree to which people expect X to materialize. For example, using self-reported items, we can ask how much, on a scale from 1 to 6, one wishes for a certain outcome and then ask how much one expects the outcomes to transpire (see Erickson et al., 1975; Sagy and Adwan, 2006; Staats, 1989). We then plot the answers on a bidimensional plane to determine the hopes for that outcome. Since 2017, we and our colleagues have been operationalizing hope based on the bidimensional model described above (Hasler et al., 2023; Leshem, 2017, 2019; Leshem et al., 2023a; Leshem et al., 2023b; Ushomirsky et al., 2023; Leshem and Halperin, 2020a, 2020b, 2023; Shani et al., in press; Ushomirsky et al., 2023).

Our experience demonstrates the usefulness of the bidimensional model. For instance, instead of comparing people’s “hopes” for an outcome, researchers can use the bidimensional approach to explore the levels of wishes for the outcomes and conduct a separate investigation comparing people’s expectations for the outcomes. In one study, for example, we show that Israelis’ wish for peace decreases as the definition of peace becomes more concrete, but the levels of expectations for peace remain the same regardless of the concreteness of the definition (Leshem, 2017). Separately measuring wishes and expectations can thus help in better understanding the dynamics of hope across contexts.

Moreover, researchers can conduct a much more nuanced study of hope’s correlates using the bidimensional approach. For example, in the study of hope in political contexts, political efficacy, that is, people’s belief in their ability to influence political outcomes, can be easily conflated with the concept of hope. Yet, a study conducted in the context of conflict shows that political efficacy is associated only with the expectation dimension of hope, not the wish dimension (Leshem and Halperin, 2020a). In the same study, we show that the extent to which people feel comfortable with uncertainty is correlated with the wish dimension and not with the expectation dimension. It seems that people who are more comfortable with uncertainty and unpredictability allow themselves to wish for certain political outcomes more than those who feel uncomfortable with uncertainty, but this trait has no association with the expectation dimension.

Furthermore, the bidimensional approach can be used to test new hypotheses in both quantitative and qualitative research designs. In one study, we analyzed speeches made by Israeli and Palestinian leaders speaking at the UN General Assembly to test whether the power disparity between the groups is associated with the frequency of leaders’ expressions of hope for peace (Ushomirsky et al., 2023). As we postulated, across 46 speeches made by 13 different speakers, leaders of the low-power group (in this case, Palestinians) expressed more hope for peace compared to leaders’ of the high-power group (in this case, Israelis), but only on the wish dimension. It appears that Palestinian leaders expressed more wishes (i.e., desires, aspirations) for peace than Israeli leaders but that the expectations for peace (belief in the possibility of peace) were equally low regardless of the speaker’s nationality.

In another study, this time qualitative, we interviewed peace activists and analyzed the way they used the word hope when interviewed (Leshem et al., 2023a). Though hope was used to signify both dimensions, we noticed that when explaining their motivation for activism, hope was used to signify wishes rather than expectations. When we explicitly asked interviewees why this was the case, they explained that, for them, hope was more about the desires and aspirations for peace and not so much about the chances that peace will materialize.

These are just some examples of how the bidimensional model can be used to expand our understanding of hope. The common response we receive from academic and non-academic audiences is that the model is very intuitive. We believe that the simplicity and intuitiveness of the bidimensional model are what makes it versatile and applicable across contexts and disciplines. Regardless of the target of hope and whether it is practiced on the individual or societal level, the bidimensional approach facilitates and simplifies hope research and enriches the study of hope across disciplines. In the following discussion, we summarize our claims highlight several promising directions for further research, expanding the ways and contexts in which the Bidimensional Model of Hope can be applied.



Discussion

The article introduces the Bidimensional Model of Hope and its utility in explaining and measuring hope. More broadly, acknowledging that hope is comprised of some interplay between wishes and expectations and that these two constructs are not interchangeable begs that we try to examine them separately. In other words, if we want to understand people’s hope for some outcome, we must understand the intensity of people’s wishes and desires for this outcome separately from their expectations and assessments that these outcomes will transpire.

That said, a question arises as to why the bidimensional approach was not proposed and employed throughout the history of hope research. We propose that at least two factors hindered the development of the Bidimensional Model of Hope. Firstly, “hope” is a nebulous term, and this inherent ambiguity is difficult to eliminate. It could certainly be the case that the colloquial use of “hope” misled scholarly inquiries, obscuring the distinction between the two dimensions. Secondly, even hope scholars who did recognize the two components of hope (Sagy and Adwan, 2006; Staats, 1989; Stotland, 1969) did not propose a coherent model that connects them. Without such a model, conceptualizing hope as the combination of wishing and expecting remained a scattered thought, not a robust theoretical and empirical framework.

The bidimensional approach is still in its infancy and, as such, requires further validation, exploration, and implementation. We also do not suggest that the bidimensional model is the ultimate or only way to understand hope. Instead, we propose that understanding hope as a bidimensional mental construct provides a sound and bountiful starting point for hope research. First, discerning between the two dimensions of hope opens the door for the big questions about the role of hope in our lives. Looking outward, we can ask: Which dimension is more important when it comes to human advancement? People’s wishes for a certain outcome or their belief that they have a chance to materialize it? Looking inward, we can try to understand which dimension is more central as an individual coping mechanism in times of adversity. More generally, we can ask questions about the normative and psychological consequences stemming from the innate blurriness between the dimensions and inquire whether deliberately distinguishing between wishing and expecting has normative or psychological benefits.

In addition to these and other “big questions,” some more nuanced directions could be suggested. For example, separating between wishes and expectations enables us to explore the gap between the two dimensions. Naturally, when wishes and expectations are congruent, the levels of frustration are low. This could be the case when people are indifferent toward a certain outcome and assess its feasibility as low or when people have high desires for an outcome, believing its materialization is nearing. However, when wishes and expectations are incongruent, and specifically, when wishes are high but expectations are low (upper left-corner of the bidimensional plane), frustration is likely to rise. This hope gap (i.e., the gap between wishes and expectations) can then be explored as a predictor in inferential models.

Apart from the gap, researchers could also investigate the correlation between wishes and expectations and trace the conditions that affect the correlations between the dimensions. Studies that identify situations where wishes and expectations are strongly vs. weakly correlated could be eye-opening in many research fields in the social sciences. For example, we could examine the dynamics of the correlation between wishes and expectations across time, holding the population and the target of hope constant. Holding the target of hope constant (for example, physical well-being), we could also detect personalities exhibiting high vs. low correlations between the dimensions.

Future research utilizing the Bidimensional Model of Hope could further test the relative predicting power of wishing vs. expecting in social and political contexts. For instance, it could be revealing to know which dimension is more predictive of peoples’ preferences for certain policies or of peoples’ willingness to participate in collective action; is it their wishes for certain political outcomes or their expectations that these outcomes can materialize Examining the relative predicting power of each dimension could also be instructive in studies on the role of hope in the context of personal academic and athletic achievements, personal well-being, and physical health. Experimental research could reveal the causal effect of specific cues on each of the dimensions of hope and then test how potential changes in each dimension affected attitudes, emotions, or behaviors.

Another open avenue is the question of interaction. Do the dimensions interact to elicit “hope”? Are there boundary conditions such that one dimension is activated only when the other is within a certain range? To that extent, we cannot assume the potential interaction is linear (see Bury et al., 2018 for a similar approach). There are indeed many paths to investigate the question of interaction, which will surely bring us closer to understanding how hope “works.”



Conclusion

Much work is still needed to develop and test the utility of the Bidimensional Model of Hope. We encourage scholars of hope, as well as other researchers across disciplines, to apply the model in their studies, test its effectiveness, and compare its robustness with other approaches. These attempts will surely benefit our understanding of hope and how it functions on the individual and societal levels.

As we are writing this paper, Israelis and Palestinians are experiencing what is probably the worst episode in the conflict’s history. Yet, long before the current war, one of the most widely held beliefs among Israelis and Palestinians is that the conflict can never be resolved (Bar-Tal, 2013). The complete lack of hope for peace (in this case, in the expectation dimension) quenches any motivation to work for conciliation and thus further sustains the conflict. Our goal is to understand how hope for peace can be formed in such dire circumstances and how it can, in turn, promote the materialization of peace for the sake of all residents of the region.
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Footnotes

1   We thank the anonymous reviewer for pointing to Herth’s important work.

2   Rose notes that collapsing pathway thinking and agency may sometimes provide a better-fitted model when translated into non-English languages (Rose, 2022).

3   Note that not wishing for X does not necessarily mean wishing for the opposite. Similarly, not expecting X to materialize, does not necessarily mean expecting the opposite to materialize.
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Introduction: In South Africa, access to higher education is viewed as a pathway to improved life chances. However, the transition from school to university is a stressful experience for students, marked by significant challenges. Although literature acknowledges these challenges, limited research has focused specifically on the role of hope during this period. Additionally, previous studies on hope have often utilized individualistic approaches, which may not fully capture the experience of students in collectivist cultures. This study addresses this gap by exploring hope from a culturally sensitive perspective within a collectivist context, aiming to understand how first-year South African university students experience hope during the transition to university.
Methods: This study employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to explore the lived experiences of hope among first-year South African university students during their transition to higher education. Twenty-two students participated in semi-structured interviews, allowing for an in-depth examination of their personal and cultural perspectives on hope and the challenges they faced. The data were analyzed iteratively, with strategies implemented to enhance trustworthiness and credibility, ensuring a thorough interpretation of students’ experiences.
Results: The analysis yielded three main themes: (1) Affective and Social Duality: Students described mixed emotions and social challenges as they entered university, highlighting the dual nature of their experiences in adapting to a new environment. (2) Hope as a Multifaceted Concept: Hope was portrayed as a guiding force that helped students navigate periods of uncertainty. Participants described hope not just as a single idea but as a complex, evolving concept crucial to their resilience. (3) Beyond Academic Aspirations: Hope extended beyond academic success and was closely tied to personal fulfilment and the desire to contribute positively to society. This broader perspective on hope suggests that students’ aspirations were not confined to individual achievement but also included a sense of collective and societal impact.
Discussion: The study reveals that hope is a multidimensional construct that significantly influences students’ transitional experiences, extending beyond academic goals to include personal growth and societal contributions. This finding challenges the traditional, individualistic approaches to studying hope by highlighting the cultural relevance of collectivist values in shaping students’ experiences. The study underscores the need for culturally sensitive research and suggests that student support services should consider cultural contexts to address students’ unique challenges and aspirations better. Future research is recommended to explore hope across various cultural backgrounds to gain a more comprehensive understanding of its role in student development.
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1 Introduction

Dreaming of and realising a brighter future has moved humanity forward for centuries. An illustration of such a vision includes Nelson Mandela’s journey, documented in his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom, which foresaw a rainbow nation celebrating racial equality and freedom (Mandela, 1995). At the heart of Mandela’s vision, we find the principles central to hope theory, namely that the future can be better than the present, and people can make it so (Lopez et al., 2003; Snyder et al., 2002). The principles of hope theory also resonate with university students, who view higher education as a crucial enabler of life opportunities and a pathway to a brighter future (Cherrington, 2018; Guse and Vermaak, 2011; Mason, 2020). Hope inherently carries a duality; it thrives on envisioning a brighter future but often exists in tension with the constraints imposed by diverse challenges. In the context of South African university students, this tension becomes especially pronounced during their complex transition to university life. A comprehensive understanding of hope necessitates examining the lived experience amid students’ adversities, including the transition to university. This study seeks to explore hope specifically in relation to the psychological distress and challenges faced by first-year university students in South Africa.

Seeking a better life is particularly relevant in South Africa. Amongst other things, South Africa has an unemployment rate of 32.90%, disproportionately higher at 45.50% among youth (persons aged between 15 and 34 years). However, national statistics also indicate that higher-education graduates experience lower unemployment, as their skills offer a gateway to the world of work (Statistics South Africa, 2022). Hence, while youth bear the brunt of unemployment in South Africa, those who gain access to and complete a university qualification experience greater social and economic mobility, which could be considered the cornerstone of building an economically emancipated life (Du Plooy and Zilindile, 2014). Although obtaining a higher education qualification significantly enhances employability and economic mobility for South African youths, this process begins with a critical transition.

The transition from school to university is a critical developmental period in young people’s lives (Cameron and Rideout, 2020). This transition is characterised by, inter alia, developmental, emotional and physical changes and academic stressors (Arnett, 2015; Fennie et al., 2020; Maniram, 2022). Not only are first-year university students busy forming identities, cultivating friendships, dealing with a changing environment, and managing high academic workloads, but they also struggle with epistemic access (Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014; Tinto, 2009; Xulu-Gama and Hadebe, 2022).

Epistemic access, which refers to students’ ability to engage with, understand, and use knowledge within the educational context, is particularly troubling in South Africa because students’ linguistically diverse backgrounds can create barriers to accessing and benefiting from higher education (Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014). Socioeconomic factors such as financial stressors, unemployment, and being first-generation students compound the challenges associated with epistemic access (Moosa and Langsford, 2021; Van Wyk et al., 2022; Van Zyl, 2016).

A first-generation student is the first in their family to attend an institution of higher learning, such as a university (Toutkoushian et al., 2021). Research indicates that first-generation students encounter significant stressors as they enter higher education, including financial pressure, a lack of familial support or understanding of the university, and accompanying academic challenges (Amirkhan et al., 2023; Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014; Scott, 2018; Toutkoushian et al., 2021).

The combination of developmental tasks, epistemic access, socioeconomic challenges, and first-generation students can negatively affect students’ well-being, exacerbate psychological distress, and affect their academic performance (Bantjes et al., 2023; Fennie et al., 2020; Maniram, 2022; Van Zyl, 2016). In light of these complex challenges, it is critical that university staff, such as student affairs professionals, empathise with students’ lived experiences as they affect and shape their engagement in the university context (Rimm-Kaufman and Hamre, 2010). Moreover, student affairs professionals should actively seek ways to support students, thereby enhancing student success (Blokland and Kirkcaldy, 2022; Eloff and Graham, 2020; Lai et al., 2024). Student success is a holistic concept that encompasses academic performance and psychological well-being and equips students with the skills, knowledge, and attitudes necessary to engage in the world of work and beyond as responsible citizens (Coetzee and Schreuder, 2021; Olugbara et al., 2023; Sinclair, 2019). Understanding these dynamics is crucial to framing hope as a response to challenges and a guiding force that helps students navigate their transformative educational journey amid adversity.

Research has highlighted the importance of cultivating hope among students to enhance success in the face of academic challenges (Marques et al., 2017; Rand et al., 2011). However, little is known about how first-year students, particularly those in non-Western cultures, deal with the conflicting forces of hope and adversity (Amirkhan et al., 2023; Cherrington, 2018; Marsay, 2020; Mason, 2020). This qualitative study explored the complex interplay between the hopes and challenges of first-year university students in South Africa, shedding light on how they navigated the transition from school to university. Furthermore, this study sought to develop an understanding of students’ conceptualisation of hope. Finally, the study focused on identifying principles that could be utilised in student affairs to support students in cultivating hope.


1.1 The duality of hope and challenge amidst the first-year experience

Existing literature has documented first-year students’ challenges, including psychological distress, academic stressors, and socioeconomic vulnerabilities (Cameron and Rideout, 2020; Lai et al., 2024; Maniram, 2022; Toutkoushian et al., 2021; Van Zyl, 2016). In light of these challenges, research has also highlighted the importance of cultivating hope as a critical factor in supporting student success directly and indirectly (Guse and Vermaak, 2011; Mason, 2020; Snyder et al., 2002).

Theorists agree that hope is more than platitude and hedonic positivity (Lopez, 2013; Mason, 2020). Instead, hope encapsulates a cognitive process positively associated with a series of affirming life outcomes, ranging from well-being to resilience to academic success (Onwuegbuzie and Snyder, 2000; Polat and Aliyev, 2024). Furthermore, they propose a two-factor model of hope, which could be trait and state-like, comprising agency (WillPower) and pathways thinking (WayPower) (Colla et al., 2022; Lopez et al., 2003; Snyder, 2002).

WillPower and WayPower are positively associated yet distinct in that a person may report high levels of WillPower or agency and low levels of WayPower or pathways thinking. However, the cumulative effect of agency and pathways thinking creates a dynamic motivational force that can propel people forward towards pursuing and achieving grand life visions (Snyder, 2002). Accordingly, a third component, namely, a vision, is relevant to describing the concept of hope.

The vision component refers to an individual’s ability to envision a positive future and imagine their best selves attaining their goals (Bulley, 2018; King, 2001). Envisioning a meaningful future aids in establishing a dynamic motivational tension between a person’s current and ideal future state (Frankl, 2006; Shantall, 2003). This dynamic tension is a metaphorical anchor that can pull a person towards an envisioned future by incorporating agency and the ability to identify and engage in various pathways (Frankl, 2006; Shantall, 2003).

The pathways component involves people’s capabilities to remain agile in the face of challenges and devise routes to their desired goals (Lopez, 2010). Hence, pathways thinking is intimately linked to the capacity to solve problems, which are part and parcel of students’ university experiences. Students’ capacity to deal with difficulties proficiently is linked to enhanced academic outcomes and better emotional regulation (Bieleke et al., 2020). Student agency is essential to drive pathways thinking (Snyder, 2002).

Agency refers to the motivation and drive to initiate and continue efforts towards goal attainment (Marques et al., 2017). Proponents of goal-setting theory argue that the capacity to initiate and take sustained action towards a set of goals is a critical determinant of goal achievement (Latham and Locke, 2007). They also emphasise that goal setting, or envisioning a desired future state must be accompanied by consistent motivation and concrete action if the aim is to move from merely fantasising about the future and achieving specific outcomes (Bieleke et al., 2020; Locke and Latham, 2002).

Snyder (2002) and Lopez (2013) hope model has been criticised due to its individualistic focus because it fails to encompass values espoused in collectivist cultures (Bernardo, 2010; Cherrington, 2017; Colla et al., 2022; Du and King, 2013). Furthermore, research on hope, especially among student populations, has predominantly been articulated from a positivistic perspective drawing on psychometric instruments developed in Western contexts (Krafft et al., 2023). Such instruments perpetuate Western conceptualisations, encouraging an individualistic focus (Cherrington, 2017; Colla et al., 2022). Additionally, current models of hope theory commonly focus on individual agency and achievement, overlooking how communal values and socio-cultural factors shape the psychological experiences of hope in collectivist cultures. This gap raises concerns about the applicability of these theories to understand how hope influences university students in South Africa’s collectivist context (Colla et al., 2022; Mason, 2020). Hence, there is a need to explore hope from other methodological perspectives, such as qualitative inquiries, to develop a deeper understanding of the intricacies of hope as experienced by students from, inter alia, non-Western and collectivist perspectives (Bernardo, 2010; Eren and Yeşilbursa, 2017; McNulty and Fincham, 2012).

A collectivist culture refers to a societal framework where people are closely integrated into cohesive groups, for example, extended families and communities, which focus on the group versus the individual and provide collective social protection and support (Heu et al., 2019). In collectivist groups, the dominant desires and expectations of the group take precedence over those of the individual (Shiraev and Levy, 2020; Sue et al., 2023). Collectivist values, such as social harmony and shared identity, contrast values espoused in individualistic cultures, such as self-actualisation and independence (Heu et al., 2019; Shiraev and Levy, 2020).

The integrated theory of hope proposed by Scioli et al. (2011) suggests that hope is a universal human experience shaped by diverse cultural factors, including collectivism. The African philosophy of Ubuntu underscores the interconnectedness among people, suggesting that hope must be seen not merely as an individual desire but as a communal force that fosters resilience and support within social networks, thus offering a more nuanced understanding of hope in collectivist contexts (Broodryk, 2006; Letseka, 2012). In collectivist cultures, the experience and expression of hope may differ from their manifestation in individualist contexts (Broodryk, 2006; Sue et al., 2023). Colla et al. (2022) add that hope ought to be expanded to include an intrapersonal motivational component (WhyPower) and an interrelational and socio-contextual aspect (WePower). Thus, hope emerges from an ecologically nested system, and various perspectives should be considered (Colla et al., 2022).

In light of the above, Cherrington (2017) proposed an African conceptualisation of hope adapted from Scioli’s integrated hope theory (Scioli, 2007). Scioli’s theory views hope as a multifaceted construct, incorporating cognitive, emotional, spiritual, and motivational dimensions (Scioli, 2007; Scioli and Biller, 2010; Scioli et al., 2011). It combines perspectives from psychology, philosophy, and biology to understand hope comprehensively. Building on this foundation, Cherrington (2017) introduces an Afrocentric perspective, framing hope as a future-oriented, multilayered, and multidimensional experience, structured around three subsystems: attachment, mastery, and survival.

A notable feature of Cherrington’s model is its hierarchical framework of hope development, progressing across six levels: (1) biological motives (innate human drives), (2) contextual hope (hope within various contexts), (3) personal hope (individual beliefs), (4) belief systems (cultural values and norms), (5) relational hope (hope as it relates to others), and (6) collective hope (emphasising the group over the individual). While this model offers a culturally enriched view of hope, particularly through its integration of collective values, it raises the issue of interconnectedness that many mainstream hope theories, often rooted primarily in Western individualistic paradigms, often fail to capture sufficiently.

In collectivist cultures, hope is deeply intertwined with communal values, social interconnectedness, and collective well-being rather than solely centred on individual aspirations (Scioli, 2007). The focus on relational hope and collective hope within Cherrington’s framework acknowledges that in collectivist societies, the experience of hope is not isolated to the personal domain; it is significantly shaped by one’s relationships and the group’s overall success (Cherrington, 2017) This aspect challenges the more individualistic focus of many Western theories of hope, which often prioritise personal mastery and self-actualisation over collective goals (Heu et al., 2019; Shiraev and Levy, 2020; Snyder et al., 1997).

Cherrington’s emphasis underscores the unique ways in which hope operates in collectivist societies, where the group’s well-being is paramount, and individuals derive hope from the success and harmony of their community. From this perspective, hope becomes a shared, communal experience, which may explain why current theories steeped in an individualistic perspective fail to adequately address the hope experienced in collectivist settings (Colla et al., 2022). By highlighting these distinctions, Cherrington’s Afrocentric model offers a more culturally nuanced perspective, addressing the gap in hope theories that often overlook the collective dimensions of human experience. This calls for a critical examination of how hope frameworks can be expanded to better account for the communal, relational aspects of hope prevalent in non-Western, collectivist cultures (Cherrington, 2017). Another crucial dimension often overlooked in mainstream theories is the role of religiosity and spirituality (Mason, 2020). These elements are intrinsically connected with the collective experience of hope, particularly in African contexts, where spiritual beliefs significantly influence individuals’ perceptions of hope and well-being (Broodryk, 2006; Nell, 2016; Van der Merwe et al., 2010).

Religiosity and spirituality play essential roles within African and, specifically, South African cultures. Spiritual beliefs and religion serve as pillars of support and guidance for many individuals, including university students in South Africa (Nell, 2016). Consequently, religiosity and spirituality can influence students’ experiences and conceptions of hope because they serve as essential paradigms in making sense of the world and coping with challenges during stressful and uncertain times (Van der Merwe et al., 2010). The religious and spiritual dimensions add to the multidimensional conception of hope within non-Western cultures (Colla et al., 2022; Scioli et al., 2011).

Another crucial aspect that merits examination is the role of student affairs in supporting first-year students in cultivating hope and addressing academic stressors (Cherrington and De Lange, 2016; Eloff and Graham, 2020; Olugbara et al., 2023). Although research has focused on the challenges confronting first-year students, there is a paucity of literature, especially within African and South African contexts, on how universities can leverage hope theory to provide tailored support and interventions (Cherrington, 2017, 2018; Colla et al., 2022; Guse and Vermaak, 2011; Mason, 2020). Exploration among first-year students can provide insight on how student affairs professionals can leverage hope and offer relevant support initiatives to empower and guide first-year students through their academic journeys.

In conclusion, this review of the literature indicates that the concept of hope is rich with theoretical depth, encompassing both Western and African perspectives. Western theories, particularly Snyder’s hope theory, define hope from a cognitive perspective, emphasising individual agency, and as a mechanism that can enhance resilience and academic success (Lopez et al., 2003). However, in African societies, hope is deeply interconnected with cultural values like Ubuntu, emphasising social harmony, interdependence, and shared identity (Broodryk, 2006; Letseka, 2012). The Afrocentric perspective regards hope not only in relation to personal success but also in terms of collective upliftment and the responsibility to family and community. This study, therefore, enriches the understanding of hope by bridging these perspectives, recognising hope as a universal experience with culturally specific manifestations that hold potential for broad societal impact.



1.2 The present study

This qualitative study, adopting a phenomenological design, explored first-year South African university students’ conceptions of hope as they transitioned from school to the university context. The study was guided by the following overarching research question: What are first-year South African university students’ qualitative conceptions of hope and challenge within the university context?




2 Method


2.1 Research approach and strategy

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was adapted to explore students’ qualitative conceptions of hope (Brocki and Wearden, 2006; Smith et al., 2009). The primary aim of IPA is to explore how persons make sense of specific phenomena. IPA acknowledges that humans are sense-making beings who interpret the world from their unique vantage points. Hence, IPA allows for a deep, empathetic, nuanced exploration and sense-making activity of people’s lived experiences (Brocki and Wearden, 2006; Smith et al., 2009).

A phenomenological approach, such as IPA, is particularly suited for exploring how hope and adversity are experienced by specific subgroups, such as first-year university students in South Africa, because it can provide rich and in-depth insights into their lived experiences. The transitional period from school to university is marked by developmental challenges and significant socioeconomic and cultural pressures, including those tied to the collectivist values prevalent in South African society.

Existing frameworks may not fully capture the nuanced ways in which hope is both a personal and collective experience for these students (Colla et al., 2022). The phenomenological method also explores how hope is experienced at this intersection of academic, familial, and societal pressures. It could, therefore, assist in illuminating how hope functions as a dynamic and multifaceted resource, guiding students through individual and collective adversities.

By focusing on this specific subgroup, a phenomenological approach can offer insight into how hope operates within the context of first-year students, making visible the resilience and challenges deeply embedded in their unique socio-cultural realities. This inquiry is thus essential to extending our understanding of hope beyond abstract theories, grounding it in the lived experiences of a vulnerable and transitional population.



2.2 Participants and setting

The study was conducted at a residential, public South African metropolitan university that enrols approximately 40,000 students annually. The university offers a variety of academic programmes, and the student population reflects the demographics of the South African population.

Invitations to participate in the research were sent to first-year students who attended a psychoeducational support programme. Twenty-two first-year students volunteered to participate in this study. The students’ ages ranged from 18 to 23, and 12 identified as female and 10 as male. The sample size was deemed appropriate because the study aimed to develop a general understanding of students’ experiences regarding hope and challenge versus an in-depth analysis of any particular case. Furthermore, the participants represented a group for whom hope and challenge were relevant as they navigated the transition from school to university (Creswell and Poth, 2018).



2.3 Data collection and procedure

Two fieldworkers, both postgraduate students, collected data for this study. The fieldworkers were briefed regarding the aims of the study and received training to collect the data. The training included information on research ethics, IPA, qualitative data collection using interviewing, and hope theory. The fieldworkers signed agreement forms indicating that the content of the interviews would be kept private and that concerns regarding their well-being would be reported to the researcher. Following the interviews, the fieldworkers were debriefed.

Of primary concern when conducting IPA studies is the requirement to collect rich data from participants (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Accordingly, semi-structured individual interviews were used as they enabled the fieldworkers and participants to have a phenomenologically-based conversation in real time while allowing the opportunity to explore new material that may arise (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Consequently, the interviews were designed to capture a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ experiences, the significance of hope in their journeys, the challenges experienced, and the support systems that facilitate their success.

The interviews focused on allowing students to tell their stories about hope and challenge rather than checking preconceived notions. The following four questions framed and guided the interview process: (1) Can you tell me about your experience of transitioning from school to university? (2) What does hope mean to you? (3) What role has hope played, if any, during your university journey thus far? (4) Would it be relevant for the university to assist students in cultivating hope? Additional probes (e.g., Can you tell me more?) and prompts (e.g., Can you provide an example from your life to illustrate the experience you shared?) were used to delve more deeply into pertinent issues. The interview duration was 29 to 61 min, averaging 41 min per interview. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The average interview transcription was 12 pages in length and, in total, comprised 255 pages.



2.4 Data analysis and trustworthiness

This section details the processes used in qualitative data analysis for this study and the measures taken to ensure trustworthiness. The researcher conducted the qualitative analysis. To enhance trustworthiness, an external coder provided an additional layer of validation and confirmed the accuracy and reliability of the findings.

The transcribed interviews served as the primary data and were analysed using IPA (Brocki and Wearden, 2006; Smith and Osborn, 2008). As qualitative researcher, I employed bracketing through qualitative memo writing to document personal reflections and experiences regarding the phenomenon of hope in the transition to university. This approach facilitated systematic self-reflection, wherein I noted professional and personal insights, such as career-related uncertainties, decision-making conflicts regarding my entry higher education studies, how I utilised social support networks to manage transition-related stress, and my academic background and studies regarding the first-year experience. I recorded reactions, thoughts, and potential preconceptions throughout data immersion, allowing for disciplined subjective engagement with participants’ experiences. This bracketing process helped maintain a balanced perspective between emic interpretations—understanding hope through theoretical frameworks—and etic observations, examining the process with an outsider’s view. The analysis followed five iterative and interconnected steps to ensure a rigorous, reflective process (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

First, I immersed myself in the data by debriefing the fieldworkers and considering their perspectives on the interview process. I also listened to the audio recordings and re-read the transcripts multiple times. I then engaged in qualitative memoing to reflect on thoughts and ideas that emerged from the data. Second, the data were coded by assigning descriptive labels to portions of the text, thereby capturing and summarising the essence of the participants’ responses. The initial coding process aimed to create a detailed albeit distilled set of codes reflecting higher-order conceptualisation. Third, the codes were systematically compared, contrasted, and organised into themes and subthemes. This step involved grouping similar codes to form common patterns across the datasets. The process of theme development allowed higher levels of conceptualisation and abstraction, thereby moving beyond mere description to identifying underlying patterns in participants’ phenomenological experiences.

Fourth, the emergent themes were re-examined, grouped, and labelled. This iterative process involved constant refinement and re-evaluation to maintain coherence and relevance. The final step entailed writing up and presenting the qualitative interpretation, thereby situating the findings within the context of the existing literature while retaining the flexibility to include novel and new insights.

After analysing 17 interviews, data saturation was reached, indicating that no new significant information emerged. However, to ensure robustness and confirm the stability of the findings, all 22 interviews were analysed, ensuring that no new themes emerged and that the data thoroughly supported the existing themes.

Various strategies were implemented to ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the qualitative analysis (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). First, an external qualitative coder studied the initial three transcripts and codes. Subsequently, the two readings of the accounts were discussed to reach an agreement on a warrantable, and not necessarily definitive and singular, account of the data. The external coder also considered the final account and confirmed that the qualitative representation represented a fair and accurate interpretation of the data. Second, the analysis and subsequent interpretation were cross-checked against a literature control. Third, participants verified the interpretation as an accurate account of their perspectives. Finally, qualitative memoing was conducted to reflect on the analytic procedures (e.g., the qualitative analysis), theoretical considerations (e.g., linking themes to theoretical perspectives), and personal experiences (e.g., thoughts about the qualitative process).




3 Findings and discussion

Three superordinate themes emerged during the qualitative analysis: (1) Affective and social duality in first-year university experiences, (2) hope as a multifaceted concept, and (3) future aspirations and culture. The referencing system used to qualify the verbatim quotes in parenthesis denotes participant numbers (e.g., P#1 for Participant 1), age (e.g., 20 indicating 20 years of age), and sex (M = male, F = female). To enhance the readability of the participant quotes, basic grammatical and syntax errors were corrected without changing the meaning of participants’ responses.


3.1 Affective and social duality in first-year university experiences

This theme captures the intricate, affective, and social dualities first-year students face as they enter university. The students’ narratives revealed a contrast between pride and joy alongside apprehension and struggle, shaping their journeys through positive and challenging experiences. Specifically, students expressed pride in their achievements and the joy felt by their families: “My family was so encouraged to have a daughter, the first female in the family… admitted to the university. It was a celebration” (P#10, F, 20). However, this optimism was often accompanied by significant financial concerns, highlighting a common financial burden of higher education. For instance, one participant explained, “I could only afford it through NSFAS [bursary scheme in South Africa]… there wasn’t another way” (P#14, M, 18).

Alongside financial concerns, students felt an overarching sense of uncertainty and self-doubt: “It is stressful… feeling I’m not good enough, what if I fail?” (P#12, F, 23). This complex combination of emotions underscores the pressures of being a first-generation student, including the lack of familial guidance, as described by one student: “Being the first one [first-generation student] was good but also difficult. No one understands… no one gave advice or helped me cope” (P#8, F, 19).

The data further indicated a broader spectrum of emotional experiences, ranging from excitement (“It is so great to be a university student” P#20, M, 19) to anxiety when confronting the unfamiliar environment (“Everything was so new… I found the people and the buildings strange… very overwhelming” P#5, F, 18). Students also expressed a sense of responsibility toward others, viewing their education as a potential example for their communities: “If I can be an example to others, they will find it easier… others like young people who struggled in life” (P#3, F, 19). This blend of hope and challenge highlighted an affective duality, where students navigated social expectations within their family and broader community.

In line with previous studies, this qualitative theme confirms that university life imposes a unique blend of academic, social, and societal expectations on first-year students (Fennie et al., 2020; Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014; Lai et al., 2024). The need to adapt to a new environment, developmental challenges, and social integration underscores the overwhelming nature of this transition (Arnett, 2015; Van Wyk et al., 2022). In this regard, Participant 13 shared how daunting the adjustment felt: “… it was hard… there were so many new things to learn, and the people were not helpful… felt lost and experienced lots of stress” (P#13, M, 18).

Despite these challenges, many students noted a positive transformation over time, where initial stress evolved into resilience and empowerment. Participant 7 reflected, “It was stressful at the start, but I grew [especially] when I think back to the start of university and where I am now” (P#7, F, 19). Another participant highlighted newfound strength and academic growth: “I am stronger and more academically fit than I was in January when I arrived here” (P#3, F, 22). Over time, students reported feeling more directed, with goals becoming clearer (“I am more sure now of where my life will go” P#18, M, 20). Thus, the initial phase of adjustment, though intense, laid the foundation for empowerment as students engaged with resources, social networks, and self-developed strategies to handle academic and personal responsibilities (Mason, 2020).

In summary, this affective and social duality—the oscillation between hope and pressure—requires resilience from students as they transition from initial overwhelm to a sense of purpose and belonging. This theme encapsulates the first-year journey of emotional oscillation, with students transforming early challenges into meaningful experiences that contribute to their growth and adaptation in higher education.



3.2 Hope: a multifaceted concept

The students described hope as a multifaceted concept encompassing four interrelated components, categorised as follows: (1) hope as a guiding light in times of uncertainty, (2) fostering a sense of belonging and confidence, (3) a source of strength when confronting obstacles, and (4) hope and religion. The various facets are briefly discussed as subthemes below.


3.2.1 Hope as a guiding light

Participants described hope as a “light in the darkness” (P#4, F, 20), providing direction and clarity when facing academic setbacks or feeling overwhelmed. Additionally, students indicated that hope fostered resilience (“I tell myself to keep believing and I will get the strengths to make it” P#16, M, 19), allowing them to persevere when encountering academic and other challenges (“I say to myself ‘Just keep going and believe you can do it’. I realised I must be my own supporter and believe in myself” P#14, M, 18). When viewed through the lens of hope theory, this subtheme points to the relevance of a guiding vision that can serve as consolation and encouragement when students encounter the stressors that are part and parcel of the university experience (Lai et al., 2024; Lopez, 2013).



3.2.2 Hope to foster a sense of belonging and confidence

The influence of hope extended beyond individual pursuits and interests and entailed engagement with others in various contexts. Participants who engaged in relational activities, for example, as members of sports and cultural groups, reported a stronger sense of belonging, which, in turn, reinforced their hope and self-confidence. In this regard, participant 14, an 18-year-old male, reflected, “Being part of the cricket club and playing sports provides camaraderie. You feel supported and cared for. Others ask about your academics and social life. It makes me feel part of the university.” Cherrington (2017) highlighted the importance of relational hope that develops in relationships with others. Likewise, Colla et al. (2022) draw attention to the notion of WePower. In this regard, numerous participants pointed to relational hope and emphasised its positive effects on their academic-related behaviour (“We have a tutor group and support each other very much. It helps with studying and dealing with stressors like missing class or completing a lot of online work” P#4, F, 20). This finding highlights the importance of relational and communal engagement in nurturing hope and subsequent positive outcomes. Engaging in activities that foster a sense WePower could strengthen WillPower and WayPower (Cherrington, 2017; Colla et al., 2022; Mason, 2020).



3.2.3 Hope as a resilient force and motivational catalyst in navigating university challenges

In the challenging landscape of university life, hope emerges as a multifaceted source of strength and motivation, empowering students to confront diverse obstacles while sustaining a forward-looking vision. Faced with issues ranging from gender-based violence and academic overload to social isolation, students demonstrate resilience by drawing from hope in various forms. As one student noted, the pervasiveness of gender biases, both within and beyond university settings, requires resilience and honesty: “GBV [gender-based violence] is big in the country, not just at universities … it will become safer for females out there, but we need to be strong and deal with it honestly” (P#12, F, 23). Others reflected on struggles with inclusion and self-doubt, as voiced by a young male participant: “For me, it is hard when I feel left out… not included and it makes me doubt myself” (P#15, M, 19). These experiences reveal a common thread where hope becomes an essential coping resource that empowers students to navigate difficult moments with a renewed sense of agency and purpose.

Students described various sources of hope that strengthen their resilience in the face of adversity, from personal work ethics (“My work ethic is strong and gives me hope” P#13, M, 18) to creative outlets like music and poetry (“I love music and writing poetry… helps me cope better” P#9, F, 19). This expression of hope aligns with Frankl’s (2006) concept of meaning, attained through actualising values tied to creative expression, experiential engagement, and personal attitude. Shantall (2003) further emphasises that realising meaning-centred values amid challenges promotes a sense of purpose and hope, driving students to overcome obstacles while envisioning a better future.

In addition to resilience, hope serves as a motivational catalyst that fuels students’ ability to adapt to the demands of higher education. For example, one student noted, “Believing that I can be somebody, achieve great things, even not-so-great things, but be successful… is what helped me deal with stressors” (P21, M, 18), highlighting how hope propels them toward self-actualisation. This forward-looking stance also aids in forming supportive social networks: “The ministry I belong to helped with making friends, and they were a great support when I came here” (P#17, M, 18). Thus, hope not only aids in building resilience but also enhances social bonds that fortify students’ support systems.

As students articulate their goals and envision a promising future, hope is a pivotal resource for managing self-doubt and embracing personal growth. One participant, for instance, reflected on overcoming insecurities through a process of self-affirmation and goal-setting: “I read a book about a doctor who said you must upgrade your self-esteem, how you see yourself, and follow your plan to achieve bigger results” (P#7, F, 19). Similarly, another student explained, “Becoming a better version of who I am… that is what I hope for and work for” (P#13, M, 18). Such reflections reveal hope as more than an emotion; it is an intentional stance and belief in the possibility of success even in challenging circumstances: “Hope is the belief that I can do something even when it is hard” (P#12, F, 23). This perspective echoes Frankl’s (2006) idea that meaning is derived from one’s attitude in confronting life’s stressors, making hope a foundational element of students’ resilience and growth.



3.2.4 Hope and religion

Religiosity also emerged as an essential source of hope. It was described by participants as central to their lives (“My relationship with Christ is very important, and it is my sense of power” P#6, F, 18) and a source of solace during difficult times (“When things get very difficult I pray and turn to God” P#11, M, 19). The combination of religion and social support through church meetings and cell groups also emerged as a critical element in promoting hope among the students (“We have cell group on Thursdays, and it means a lot to talk about my beliefs, pray and sing with others about something so close to my heart” P#9, F, 19). This finding relates to previous South African research highlighting the importance of religion and spirituality in the lives of South African university students and others (Nell, 2016).




3.3 Future aspirations and culture

This theme highlights the intersection between students’ future aspirations, the role universities, specifically counselling centres, can play in shaping those aspirations, and the influence of culture. The qualitative data revealed that academic achievements are a significant part of students’ future ambitions. For example, participant 20 indicated, “My goal is to graduate with honours and that my degree helps to achieve success and financial independence” (M, 20). Other participants agreed that attaining academic qualifications would serve as avenues to more empowered lives “… having this qualification will help me be a person who can create a life for me and my family …” (P#13, M, 18) and assist with reaching personal goals (“My big dream is to be a registered engineer” P#19, M, 22).

Students’ belief that success is possible, regardless of obstacles, translated aspiration into action. This active sense of hope and self-belief motivated students to seek opportunities for growth and development, leading to tangible achievements, such as obtaining awards or playing leadership roles (“I learned to never give up. I did not expect a sponsor to help me, but it happened. I was so surprised, but also very thankful. It would not have happened if I just gave up” P#18, M, 20). From the qualitative analyses, it emerged that students’ successes and achievements validated their continued efforts and reinforced the relevance of hope as a catalyst in pursuing and realising goals “Lots of things go wrong, but there are small wins along the way” (P#10, F, 20). When considered through the lens of hope theory and goal-setting theory, this qualitative analysis highlights the relevance of WillPower (agency), WayPower (pathways) and WhyPower (motivation) components as catalysts that can propel students forward, motivating them to pursue their academic goals despite challenges (Bieleke et al., 2020; Colla et al., 2022; Latham and Locke, 2007).

However, participants also revealed that their future ambitions were not restricted to academic achievements alone. Instead, they agreed that their future ambitions encompassed a broader spectrum of meaningful life pursuits and a strong desire to effect societal change. One participant contemplated:

 Getting my qualification will open doors for me. But I want more than that. I would say it is about honouring my legacy. My parents sacrificed a lot, and I have the responsibility to be everything they sacrificed for. There is a quote … it says, ‘I am my grandparents’ greatest hope.’ What it means for me is that they sacrificed and fought many battles for me to be here today at university. It cannot be just about a qualification … is about more than that [referring to an academic qualification] (P#12, F, 23).



This quote reflects a profound understanding among students of the potential impact their careers and academic studies can have beyond personal success, extending into societal benefit and its roots in sacrifices made by previous generations. However, some participants lamented the generational responsibilities they would need to carry as university graduates. In this regard, participant 16, a 19-year-old male, commented:


As a graduate, you are expected to contribute to your family. You do not simply get a high-paying job or live in luxury. You are indebted to your extended family. For example, you will be asked to pay for your cousin’s child when he goes to university. This thing called black tax holds you hostage.
 

Other participants agreed (“Black tax is real… you will be responsible for many family members, and they will hassle you for it” P#2, F, 19). However, other participants provided an opposing view by indicating, “Caring and supporting my family is a blessing, and I am glad to be the one who can do that for them… they gave up for me, and I can help them after I graduate… it is expected in our culture” (P#9, F, 19).

The concept of black tax refers to the financial support that many black professionals in South Africa, such as graduates, are expected to provide to their families and extended families, such as parents, grandparents and siblings (Leibbrandt et al., 2012; Mangoma and Wilson-Prangley, 2019). Black tax is often considered a social obligation rooted in communal responsibilities, and the practice has historical roots in colonial and apartheid eras where disenfranchised communities required such support to address socioeconomic inequalities (Leibbrandt et al., 2012). The literature points to complexities and varying perspectives on the topic and practice of black tax. Whereas some regard it as a form of ubuntu in collectivist cultures, others describe it as a continuation of generational poverty based on a legacy of institutional racism (Broodryk, 2006; Mhlongo, 2019). However, it remains true that cultural practices, such as black tax and adherence to ubuntu principles, affect a large segment of South African first-generation students who may, in some instances, be placing their hopes for a better future on obtaining a university qualification (Mhlongo, 2019). Hence, student affairs staff and others, specifically professionals working in student counselling units, should acknowledge the jarring juxtaposition of regarding a university qualification as the avenue to an empowered life versus the added generational burden affecting first-year students who are already facing significant stressors as they transition from school to university.

In light of the above, universities are more than just educational institutions and lecture halls that offer knowledge and competencies required to obtain academic qualifications; they are incubators for hope (Cherrington, 2017, 2018; Maniram, 2022). In this regard, students commented that support programmes and an enabling campus environment are essential for navigating the complexities of current academic challenges and the uncertainties associated with future roles (“Offering counselling to students is important… way to think through problems and find solutions” P#14, M, 18). However, universities also have roles in supporting students in reflecting on, addressing, and developing creative yet socially relevant pathways to deal with cultural realities, such as the black tax, which affect their academic journeys. Thus, supporting students in realising hope requires more than WillPower and WayPower; it requires an ecologically nested understanding of the culturally relevant challenges and opportunities that students and others experience (Cherrington, 2017; Colla et al., 2022; Mhlongo, 2019; Scioli et al., 2011).

In conclusion, this theme reveals an expectation among students that universities should play an active role in preparing them for the future, not just through academic instruction but also by fostering an environment that nurtures hope, inclusivity, and a commitment to culturally relevant societal advancement. In this regard, one participant reflected, “Hope is seeing the future as bright and inviting while knowing the hardships we have endured and the challenges that await us. I am a product of my heritage living in a world with many people and cultures” (P#11, F, 19). Such an expectation calls for universities to reassess and expand their roles, ensuring they equip students with the tools, knowledge, and support systems necessary to achieve their aspirations and contribute meaningfully to society. As a psychological construct, hope should be explored from various perspectives and drawn on to support students.




4 Discussion

This qualitative study revealed the dynamism of hope and challenge among 22 first-year South African university students transitioning from school to university. The qualitative themes highlighted students’ multifaceted perspectives of hope and its affirming role in addressing challenges and future aspirations within a collectivist culture.

First, the students’ perspectives revealed a dynamic duality between the excitement and pride of new beginnings and the anxieties of unfamiliarity and newness of entering higher education. This affective and social duality was particularly prevalent among the 15 first-generation students, who reported facing challenges without the benefit of familial experience and often with added financial burdens. Despite the difficulties reported, students also demonstrated resilience, reframing initial overwhelm as a catalyst for growth.

Second, hope was described as a multifaceted concept and a guiding light, illuminating students’ paths and fostering resilience to persevere despite challenges. Furthermore, hope was described as a driving force that fuelled students’ future ambitions and aided in translating aspirations into tangible achievements. Students regarded a hopeful disposition as crucial for navigating university and other difficulties. The relevance of religion was also highlighted and emerged as a pertinent source of hope. This theme emphasises the dynamic nature of hope and suggests it is a complex lived experience, entailing various dimensions.

Third, hope was considered as extending beyond future academic aspirations and expressed a desire for personal fulfilment and societal impact. Even though obtaining an academic qualification was regarded as a pathway to empowerment, participants also grappled with the weight of generational responsibilities, particularly those associated with black tax. This cultural reality adds a layer of complexity to their pursuit of a brighter future, highlighting the need for universities to acknowledge cultural realities when drawing on hope theory as a framework to support students.

The qualitative themes indicated that university students in South Africa consider hope as a dual force, balancing personal ambition with communal obligations. Snyder’s (2002) dual factors of agency and pathways align with students’ aspirations for academic success. However, students also experience hope within a collective frame rooted in the values of Ubuntu, the responsibilities of inter alia black tax and familial support structures (Mangoma and Wilson-Prangley, 2019). Whereas participants articulated hope as a means to manage the initial challenges of university life—moving from feelings of alienation and financial pressure toward empowerment and resilience—their experiences also echo Cherrington’s Afrocentric hope framework, where hope functions as a guiding light amidst adversity. Hence, hope is framed as a pathway to uplift the self and the collective.

This thematic analysis contributes valuable insights into the qualitative experiences of hope among first-year university students in South Africa. The findings have suggested the need for support services that foster hope in culturally sensitive ways that speak to students’ diverse backgrounds. Furthermore, the qualitative analysis revealed that hope is not just a passive desire but an active force shaping students’ attitudes, behaviours, and strategies for coping with university life’s challenges. Moreover, hope resides in the individual and the collective, encapsulating a resilient stance towards life. This dynamic interplay of hope and resilience underpins the unique journey of first-year generation university students, preparing them for future successes and societal contributions.


4.1 Limitations

While this qualitative study offers insights into the hopes and challenges experienced by first-year university students, the findings are subject to at least three limitations. First, the study was conducted at a single research site. This single-site limitation implies that the data reflected the local culture, including the university culture. Hence, the findings and qualitative principles may not be transferable to other contexts. It should also be noted that different universities attract students from diverse cultural, socioeconomic, and geographical areas. Future research should collect data from multi-site and diverse settings to explore cross-cultural differences and capture the multifaceted nature of the student experience related to hope across South Africa.

Second, the study was conducted at a specific point in time. This temporal limitation means that the research could not account for the dynamic and evolving aspects of students’ experiences. Various strategies can be adopted to address this limitation in future studies. Amongst others, researchers could adopt a longitudinal approach, thereby collecting data at various points during the academic year or across multiple years during students’ academic journeys. Repeated cross-sectional studies at different time points should be considered to address practical concerns associated with longitudinal research. Alternatively, prolonged engagement with a sample of students could assist in addressing the temporal limitations.

Third, further exploration through theoretical sampling could have provided additional insights and a more nuanced understanding of hope. Theoretical sampling can also provide greater flexibility for following emerging insights. For example, intentionally seeking out students who have experienced significant challenges or exhibited resilience in specific circumstances could have provided a richer understanding of students’ hopes and challenges as they navigate the transition from school to university.



4.2 Recommendations

This study underscores the multidimensional nature of hope among South African university students navigating the challenging transition from school to university. Three recommendations and implications are discussed accordingly.

First, investigating hope from non-Western perspectives is an idea whose time has come. The students’ experiences reported in this study underscore how sociocultural factors shape conceptualisations and expressions of hope. Hence, future research should emphasise exploring hope within diverse cultural contexts. Cross-cultural research can offer a more nuanced understanding of hope by providing insight into universal principles through acknowledging diverse cultural experiences and expressions.

Second, the findings have implications for student affairs services. Through recognising the dynamic nature of hope, a shift can be established from focusing mainly on academic support to fostering holistic student success. This includes, inter alia, acknowledging the cultural factors shaping students’ experiences and providing culturally relevant and sensitive services. Universities should also prioritise initiatives that cultivate hope, such as peer support networks, early support services and awareness campaigns that incorporate the concept of hope to assist students in building mental buffers that could enhance coping with the inevitable challenges within a university context. Universities can introduce financial aid and support services by recognising the cultural realities and potential financial burdens students may encounter, such as black tax. The findings indicated that addressing financial stressors is crucial to fostering hope and promoting equitable access to higher education.

Third, this study highlights the importance of hope as a theoretical construct for understanding students’ real-life experiences. The findings indicate that hope is not merely a passive desire but a multidimensional force shaping student attitudes and behaviours. The qualitative data revealed hope as a guiding light illuminating paths through challenge, a driving force fuelling ambition, a source of belonging through social connection, and a source of strength enabling students to confront obstacles. This dynamic interplay of hope and resilience underpins the challenging first-year experience.

This study illustrates the potential impact of hope on the first-year experience among South African university students. As champions of hope, we can empower first-year university students to navigate the labyrinth of challenges by embracing multicultural perspectives on hope, implementing hope-informed support services, and recognising its significance as a theoretical construct with real-life implications.




5 Conclusion

This research underscores the role of hope as a multifaceted construct that transcends individual aspirations to encompass broader communal objectives, especially within African contexts. While Western hope theories emphasise agency and pathway mechanisms for personal success, African conceptualisations integrate hope with values of interdependence, responsibility, and community.

First-year university students in South Africa navigate academic pressures alongside responsibilities to family and community. Recognising this dual nature, the study highlights the importance of culturally nuanced support structures within universities, empowering students to harness hope as a resilient force that serves individual and societal development.

This qualitative study indicated that hope is a lived reality and a resilient stance that students can adopt in facing life’s inevitable challenges. Hope was conceptualised as a symbolic bridge nested in socio-cultural realities, leading from the present to a future filled with unimagined possibilities. For South African students, hope epistomes their unique long walk to freedom as they transition from school to university and beyond, dreaming of and realising a better tomorrow.
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For university students, who are often under significant stress to perform well, sleep is particularly important, playing roles in learning and academic performance. Research demonstrates a relationship between hope and sleep quality. However, most work concerns Western samples, and the hope construct has been criticized for a Western bias. No research investigates sleep quality’s relationship to “negotiable fate,” a construct more relevant to Asian cultures. Whereas hope involves the individualistic expectancy that goals are achievable through personal action, negotiable fate involves the more collectivist-informed belief that control can be exercised over goals within limits of fate (family, community, society, other external factors). We investigated the relationship of hope and negotiable fate with sleep quality in 160 university students in Hong Kong, administering measures of hope, negotiable fate, sleep quality, depression, anxiety, stress, and life satisfaction. Lower hope was associated with poorer self-reported sleep quality. In addition, consistent with past research, mental health variables (particularly stress) accounted for significant variance in this relationship. Negotiable fate, however, did not relate to sleep quality.
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1 Introduction

Sleep quality is an important indicator of mental and physical health (Medic et al., 2017). Wong and colleagues, for instance, performed a longitudinal study of university students in Hong Kong and Macau, finding that sleep difficulties predicted poorer academic performance, physical health, and psychological health (Wong et al., 2013). A recent meta-analyses also indicates relationships between sleep disturbances and suicidal behavior (Baldini et al., 2024). For university students, sleep is particularly significant, as it plays a crucial role in various facets of learning, including memory, information processing, and cognitive functioning (Gobin et al., 2015; Killgore, 2010; Krause et al., 2017). Therefore, it is important to identify factors associated with sleep quality in students. We examine two such factors: hope and negotiable fate.

Existing research demonstrates a relationship between hope and sleep quality (Lau et al., 2017; Mystakidou et al., 2009; Mansano-Schlosser et al., 2017; Winsler et al., 2015; Rubens et al., 2020). Additionally, hope appears to be associated with negotiable fate (Au and Savani, 2019; Yau and Shu, 2024). Nevertheless, to our knowledge, no study has yet investigated the relationship between negotiable fate and sleep quality. Moreover, the studies just cited have almost exclusively involved samples from the United States or Europe, with only one including an Asian sample (i.e., Lau et al., 2017), limiting the generalizability of findings across cultures. Given that sleep quality as well as beliefs and habits regarding sleep vary across cultures (Arslan et al., 2015), studying these relationships in an Asian sample may help clarify whether hope functions similarly in this context as a predictor of sleep quality.

In this article, we report a study exploring the relationships of hope and negotiable fate with sleep quality in a sample of Hong Kong university students. We also investigate the possible roles of depression, anxiety, stress, and life satisfaction in accounting for variance in these relationships. Next, we define hope and negotiable fate and review the literature connected with both constructs.



2 Hope

According to Snyder’s Hope Theory (Snyder et al., 1991; Snyder, 2002), the most researched model of hope during the past three decades, hope is conceptualized as a trait-like goal-directed cognitive construct. Hope integrates two components: agency thinking and pathways thinking. Agency thinking refers to individuals’ beliefs regarding their capacity to pursue goals and persist in the face of obstacles. Agency thoughts such as “I can do this,” or “I can achieve my goals, even when things seem hard,” provide motivation. Pathways are plans, strategies, or routes to achieving desired goals. Thus, people engage in pathways thinking whenever they envision ways to reach their desires.

Research demonstrates that higher hope is a robust predictor of goal accomplishment among college students (Feldman et al., 2009). Higher hope also is consistently linked with better school outcomes (Feldman and Kubota, 2015; Ge et al., 2023; Rand et al., 2011; Rubens et al., 2020). The cognitive nature of Hope Theory involves individuals’ beliefs in their capacity to generate routes to goals (i.e., pathways) and motivate themselves to pursue those goals (i.e., agency). Thus, when students are hopeful, they are more likely to engage in setting and pursuing academic goals.

Most relevant to the present study, research links hope and sleep quality (Lemola et al., 2011; Rubens et al., 2020). One study found that greater hope was related to lower depression and better sleep quality in women with breast cancer (Mansano-Schlosser et al., 2017). Likewise, in Latinx middle schoolers in the United States, hope was negatively associated with daytime sleepiness (Rubens et al., 2020). Additionally, in a sample of middle-school and high-school students in Fairfax County, Virginia, greater hopelessness was associated with lower sleep duration (Winsler et al., 2015). It should be noted, however, that hopelessness is a somewhat different construct than hope (see Snyder et al., 2001) and, in the latter study, hopelessness was measured with a single face-valid item.

Of note, mental health variables may account for variance in the relationship between hope and sleep quality, and thus statistically controlling for such variables appears to attenuate the hope-sleep relationship. Uchino et al. (2017) found that depressive symptoms and life satisfaction statistically accounted for this relationship among healthy adult participants in the United States. Similarly, Mystakidou et al. (2009) found that depression accounted for variance in the relationship between poorer sleep quality and hopelessness among Greek patients with terminal cancers. Stress may also play a role. Researchers have observed that Hong Kong, in particular, has a highly competitive educational environment, which may result in stress and sleep difficulties (Ng et al., 2016; Tsang and Lian, 2020; Tsui and Wing, 2009). Examining hope as a potentially protective factor against sleep issues in this context may have practical implications for improving student well-being and resilience. Also in this regard, despite the evidence linking hope and sleep, research is needed in individuals outside the Western context.



3 Negotiable fate

Critics have raised concerns about Hope Theory’s conceptualization as an individualistic construct focusing on personal motivation and planning (Bernardo, 2010; Du and King, 2013). This perspective may not fully resonate with collectivist cultures such as those in East Asia. Instead, the construct of negotiable fate may hold greater significance (Au et al., 2012). According to negotiable fate, individuals can pursue goals and influence outcomes within the limits of fate (Au and Savani, 2019). External factors such as socio-cultural environments (e.g., family, community, society), socio-economic status, and uncontrollable life events create constraints. However, how people act within these constraints shapes their lives. Unlike hope, negotiable fate acknowledges the interconnectedness of individuals within social and cultural contexts.

Like hope, negotiable fate has been linked to both academic performance and goal achievement in university students and other populations. Yau and Shu (2023) found that it was associated with school engagement in undergraduates in Hong Kong. In another university sample in Romania, researchers found that negotiable fate beliefs were associated with greater career-goal-setting self-efficacy (Kotta et al., 2021). Moreover, in a study of executives at numerous firms in China, negotiable fate was related to individuals’ levels of entrepreneurial orientation as well as their firms’ financial and innovative performance (Au et al., 2017).

To our understanding, no published work yet investigates negotiable fate’s relationship to sleep quality. Given that negotiable fate appears to align more closely with collectivist cultural concepts and is perhaps more applicable to Asian culture, it seems important to examine its relationship with sleep quality among students with these cultural backgrounds.



4 The present study

In the current research, we investigated the relationships of hope and negotiable fate with sleep quality among university students in Hong Kong. We also investigated the degree to which depression, anxiety, stress, and life satisfaction may account for variance in this relationship. Unlike previous research conducted in U.S. or European samples, this study fills a gap in the literature by investigating these variables in an Asian cultural context. This is also the first investigation of the relationship between negotiable fate and sleep quality.

Specifically, we conducted a cross-sectional survey of sleep quality, hope, negotiable fate, mental health symptoms (depression, anxiety, and stress), and life satisfaction. We propose three hypotheses based on previous research: First, we expect that hope and negotiable fate will be positively correlated with one another, given their mutual focus on goal pursuit. Second, we hypothesize positive relationships between hope and sleep quality as well as between negotiable fate and sleep quality. Third, we hypothesize that depression, anxiety, stress, and life satisfaction will individually and collectively account for variance in these relationships.



5 Method


5.1 Participants

Participants were 160 students from a large, public university in Hong Kong who took part as a means of fulfilling the research participation requirements of their psychology courses. Participants indicated age categorically (by range), with the mode being 18–24, reported by 99.4% (n = 159) of students. In terms of gender, 61.9% (n = 99) identified as women, 36.9% (n = 59) as men, and 1.3% (n = 2) as gender non-binary. The vast majority of participants identified as Asian (93.1%, n = 149), with 4.4% (n = 7) identifying as White, and 2.5% (n = 4) preferring not to say.1 Regarding year in school, 2.5% (n = 4) were first year students, 8.8% (n = 14) second year, 26.3% (n = 42) third year, 41.9% (n = 67) fourth year, and 20% (n = 32) fifth year and beyond, with 1 participant declining to state.



5.2 Procedure

Data were collected as part of a larger study examining the relationship between cultural beliefs and sleep quality in Hong Kong and the United States. Participants signed up for the study via an online platform (i.e., Sona Systems, 2024) and were provided a link to our survey, which was administered via the Qualtrics (2024) online survey software. Once they agreed to the informed consent, they completed measures in a random order. The study was approved by the IRBs of the authors’ institutions.



5.3 Measures


5.3.1 Adult hope scale (AHS)

The AHS (Snyder et al., 1991) is a self-report measure of dispositional hope. It contains 12 items with 4 tapping pathways thinking, 4 tapping agency thinking, and 4 serving as distracters. Example items include “I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are most important to me” (pathways), and “I energetically pursue my goals” (agency). Participants rate each item on a scale ranging from 1 (definitely false) to 8 (definitely true). Higher scores indicate greater levels of hope. Researchers have provided evidence to support the reliability and validity of the Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the AHS was 0.90.



5.3.2 Negotiable with fate measure (NFM)

The NFM (Au and Savani, 2019) is a self-report measure of the degree to which people believe they can exercise agency to navigate boundaries imposed by fate. It contains 10 items. Example items include “There’s no situation bestowed by fate that I cannot improve upon,” and “My fate can be changed for the better if I work hard at everything I do.” Participants rate each item on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate greater perceptions of negotiable fate. Researchers have provided evidence to support the reliability and validity of the NFM (Au and Savani, 2019). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the NFM was 0.90.



5.3.3 Pittsburgh sleep quality index (PSQI)

The PSQI (Buysse et al., 1989) is a self-report measure of sleep quality over the past month. It consists of 19 items, which combine to form seven components: subjective sleep quality, sleep latency, sleep duration, habitual sleep efficiency, sleep disturbances, use of sleep medication, and daytime dysfunction. Each component is scored from 0 (no difficulty) to 3 (severe difficulty), with the sum of these scores yielding one global index. In the present study, we utilized this global index. Example items include “During the past month, how would you rate your sleep quality overall?” and “During the past month, how often have you had trouble staying awake while driving, eating meals, or engaging in social activity?” Responses are provided on Likert-type scales, with anchors differing among items. Higher scores indicate poorer sleep quality. The validity and reliability of the PSQI have been well-documented (Buysse et al., 1989; Carpenter and Andrykowski, 1998). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of the PSQI was 0.59.



5.3.4 Depression, anxiety, stress scale (DASS-21)

The DASS-21 (Lovibond and Lovibond, 1995) is a self-report measure of mental health symptoms. It contains 21 items divided into subscales for depression, anxiety, and stress. Example items include “I could not seem to experience any positive feeling at all” (depression), “I was worried about situations in which I might panic and make a fool of myself” (anxiety), and “I found it difficult to relax” (stress). Participants rate each item regarding their experience over the past week on a 0 (did not apply to me at all) to 3 (applied to me very much, or most of the time) scale. Higher scores indicate greater symptoms. Research supports the reliability and validity of the DASS-21 (Antony et al., 1998). In the present study, Cronbach’s alphas for the DASS-21 were 0.90 for depression, 0.80 for anxiety, and 0.84 for stress.



5.3.5 The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS)

The SWLS, developed by Diener et al. (1985), is a measure of overall life satisfaction. It contains 5 items, each presenting a statement about life. Sample items include “In most ways my life is close to my ideal,” and “I am satisfied with my life,” which participants rate on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate greater life satisfaction. Researchers have provided evidence for the SWLS’s reliability and validity (Diener et al., 1985). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha for the SWLS was 0.89.




5.4 Statistical analyses

Demographic data were summarized using descriptive statistics (e.g., counts, percentages), and t-tests and ANOVAs were used to test for demographic differences on all study variables. All variables were also initially examined for skewness and kurtosis. We then used Pearson correlations to test for bivariate relationships. Finally, to test for the degree to which depression, anxiety, stress, and/or SWLS scores would account for variance in the relationship between AHS and PSQI scores, we performed a series of analyses using the PROCESS 4.2 macro (Hayes, 2018) within the SPSS 29.0 software package.




6 Results

Variables were first examined for assumptions of normality (i.e., kurtosis <4 and skewness <2; Boos and Hughes-Oliver, 2000). All variables met these assumptions, with skewness ranging from 0.028 to 0.783, and kurtosis ranging from −0.621 to 0.547. We also examined variables for demographic differences. For gender, we ran a series of t-tests comparing individuals who identified as women and those who identified as men (two participants who identified as gender non-binary were not included in this comparison to avoid violating statistical assumptions). No gender differences were found for AHS (t (156) = 1.45, p = 0.15), NFM (t (156) = 0.30, p = 0.76), PSQI (t (156) = 1.04, p = 0.30), SWLS (t (156) = −0.13, p = 0.89), DASS-21 depression (t (156) = 0.292, p = 0.77), DASS-21 anxiety (t (156) = 0.92, p = 0.36), or DASS-21 stress (t (156) = 0.474, p = 0.64). For year in school, we ran a series of between-subjects ANOVAs, also finding no mean differences on AHS (F (4, 154) = 0.87, p = 0.49), NFM (F (4, 154) = 0.1.08, p = 0.37), PSQI (F (4, 154) = 1.69, p = 0.16), SWLS (F (4, 154) = 0.73, p = 0.57), DASS-21 depression (F (4, 154) = 1.026, p = 0.40), DASS-21 anxiety (F (4, 154) = 0.60, p = 0.66) or DASS-21 stress (F (4, 154) = 1.49, p = 0.21). Given the lack of variability in race and age in our sample, no comparisons were run for these two variables.

Intercorrelations are presented in Table 1. As can be seen, the AHS and NFM were relatively strongly correlated (r = 0.63, p < 0.001). We furthermore found a negative correlation between AHS and PSQI scores (r = −0.18, p = 0.02), indicating that greater hope was associated with better sleep quality. No significant relationship was found between NFM and PSQI scores, r = −0.11, p = 0.18. As such, we used only the AHS in subsequent analyses.



TABLE 1 Intercorrelations.
[image: Correlation table displaying relationships among six variables: hope, negotiable fate, sleep quality, depression, anxiety, and stress. Significant correlations at p < 0.05 or p < 0.01 levels are marked. Notable correlations include hope with negotiable fate (0.63**) and depression with anxiety (0.68**).]

As previously stated, we hypothesized that depression, anxiety, stress, and/or SWLS scores would account for variance in the relationship between AHS and PSQI scores. That is, including such variables in our analysis should statistically attenuate the association between hope and sleep quality. Thus, using the PROCESS macro (Model 4; Hayes, 2018) in SPSS, we ran four separate analyses. In each, AHS served as X variable, PSQI as Y variable, and one of the following as M variable: DASS-21 depression, DASS-21 anxiety, DASS-21 stress, or SWLS. Each of these four variables fully accounted for the sleep-hope relationship, effect = −0.19, LLCI = −0.32, ULCI = −0.09 (for depression); effect = −0.09, LLCI = −0.18, ULCI = −0.02 (for anxiety); effect = −0.15, LLCI = −0.23, ULCI = −0.07 (for stress), effect = −0.12, LLCI = −0.23, ULCI = −0.02 (for life satisfaction). Figure 1 contains these models with standardized beta weights. Lastly, to determine which of these variables were “essential” in accounting for variance in the AHS-PSQI relationship, we ran a final analysis with depression, anxiety, stress, and life satisfaction entered simultaneously (i.e., in parallel; see Figure 2). Only stress emerged as accounting for variance in this relationship, effect = −0.10, LLCI = −0.19, ULCI = −0.01.
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FIGURE 1
 Models with standardized coefficients. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Diagram illustrating paths between psychological variables and sleep quality. Arrows from "Hope" point to "Depression" (-.54***), "Anxiety" (-.24**), "Stress" (-.35***), and "Life Satisfaction" (.57***). These variables further connect to "Sleep Quality" with varying coefficients: "Depression" (.03), "Anxiety" (.13), "Stress" (.28**), "Life Satisfaction" (-.13), and an additional dotted line from "Hope" to "Sleep Quality" (.04).]

FIGURE 2
 Model including depression, anxiety, stress and life satisfaction entered in parallel. Coefficients are standardized. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.




7 Discussion

In the present study, we examined the relationships of hope and negotiable fate to sleep quality among university students in Hong Kong. As hypothesized, we found that hope and negotiable fate were positively and relatively strongly correlated with one another. This relationship is consistent with previous research (Yau and Shu, 2024) and is not surprising given these two constructs’ mutual focus on goal pursuit. Also as hypothesized, we found a positive relationship between hope and better sleep quality. Finally, we found that depression, anxiety, stress, and life satisfaction each accounted for variance in this relationship. When examining all four of these variables concurrently, however, stress stood out as the only one uniquely accounting for variance in the hope-sleep relationship.

Despite past theorizing that negotiable fate is more consistent with collectivist cultures, sleep quality was unrelated to negotiable fate in the present sample. This outcome is surprising given the cultural context of Hong Kong, which is traditionally understood to be relatively collectivistic (Hofstede, 1980). However, some research shows that people in China, more broadly, appear to be increasingly prioritizing individualist factors in evaluating and understanding their lives (Steele and Lynch, 2013; Yan, 2010). It may also be that, regardless of the broader cultural context, sleep is perceived to be an activity more under individual control, thus rendering hope the more relevant construct. Future research in other Asian nations with diverse cultural values may help shed additional light.


7.1 Limitations

As with any study, the current research has limitations. First, our study was cross-sectional, limiting causal conclusions. One possible explanation for our findings is that hope reduces stress, thereby benefitting sleep quality. Alternatively, sleep may also reduce stress, thus increasing hope. Future studies with experimental or longitudinal designs may be important in clarifying the directionality of these relationships. Second, our sample consisted of college students in Hong Kong. Appropriate caution should thus be taken in generalizing the results to other age groups and other populations across regions, nations, or cultures, including within Asia. Beliefs and norms regarding sleep habits and hope vary across cultures, and beliefs or attitudes toward sleep may be associated with sleep duration (Arslan et al., 2015). Thus, researchers should consider replicating our results in diverse samples. Finally, this study utilized a self-report measure of sleep quality (Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index). Although widely used, it is potentially subject to social desirability and memory recall biases, similar to all such instruments. Moreover, in the present sample, this measure had somewhat lower-than-optimal internal consistency (alpha = 0.59), though it should be noted that the distribution of scores appeared normal and its relationships with other variables were consistent with past research (e.g., Lau et al., 2017; Mansano-Schlosser et al., 2017; Uchino et al., 2017). Nonetheless, future researchers should consider replicating the present study using more objective sleep measures (e.g., actigraphy).



7.2 Implications and conclusion

Sleep is an important factor for academic performance and cognitive development (Gobin et al., 2015; Krause et al., 2017), and hope is consistently related to sleep quality (Lemola et al., 2011; Rubens et al., 2020). As mentioned, we found that higher hope was associated with better sleep quality among university students in Hong Kong, and that mental health variables (especially stress) accounted for variance in this relationship. Recognizing hope, stress, and sleep as related and potentially modifiable factors, researchers should consider testing intervention programs emphasizing these factors using experimental designs. For instance, given that stress was found to uniquely account for variance in the relationship between hope and sleep quality, educational institutions and mental health organizations could prioritize stress management interventions. Implementing stress reduction programs, like mindfulness training or cognitive-behavioral strategies tailored to students, could potentially play a role in improving sleep quality and overall well-being.

Furthermore, given that higher levels of hope are associated with better sleep quality, educational policies could aim to foster a hopeful mindset. For example, incorporating goal-setting workshops or hope-centered counseling into student services could potentially be beneficial. Several such interventions already exist (see Cheavens and Whitted, 2023 for a review). For instance, Cheavens et al. (2006) developed an 8-session group hope intervention and tested it in a sample of adults in the United States with a variety of mental health diagnoses. Feldman and Dreher (2012) shortened and adapted this intervention for delivery in a single 90-min session with college students. Such interventions could be adapted and augmented with components explicitly addressing both stress and sleep.

In conclusion, we believe our study contributes to the evolving body of evidence on the relationship between hope and sleep. Specifically, we extended this exploration to college students in Hong Kong, augmenting our knowledge across cultures. We encourage researchers to continue expanding beyond Western cultures, diversify samples, and incorporate cultural contexts to better understand this relationship and assess the broader applicability of findings across global populations.
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Footnotes

1   We ran all subsequent analyses both including and excluding the 11 participants who did not indicate that their race/ethnicity was Asian. Because the results of these analyses were similar, we have included these 11 participants in the analyses reported here.
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Purpose: Academic adjustment is essential for the academic success of higher vocational college students. Although previous research has explored the role of perceived peer support in the academic adjustment of general undergraduate students, its role and underlying mechanisms in this group remain unclear. This study aims to explore the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment, focusing on the chain mediating roles of academic hope and professional identity.
Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted among 9,075 students from 35 higher vocational colleges across 15 provinces and cities in China, using multi-stage stratified random sampling. Validated scales were used to measure perceived peer support, academic adjustment, academic hope, and professional identity.
Results: The findings revealed that perceived peer support not only directly influences academic adjustment but also exerts an indirect effect through the individual mediation of academic hope and professional identity, as well as through the sequential mediation from academic hope to professional identity.
Conclusion: Perceived peer support, academic hope, and professional identity significantly promote academic adjustment among higher vocational college students. These findings provide theoretical insights into the mechanisms of academic adjustment and offer practical implications for educational strategies, emphasizing the importance of fostering perceived peer support, academic hope, and professional identity to enhance students’ academic success.
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1 Introduction

Higher vocational education has gradually become a key force in promoting economic growth and technological innovation in economic globalization. As one of the world’s largest manufacturing powerhouses, higher vocational education in China is particularly prominent in terms of scale and influence. There are currently 1,560 higher vocational colleges in China, covering 16,000,000 students (China Daily HK, 2024). This large group of students (referred to as higher vocational college students) faces significant challenges in adapting to higher education, particularly with academic adjustment. Academic adjustment is a complex process involving students modifying their learning motivation, strategies, methods, and engagement in response to changes in their environment and learning needs, aiming to achieve psychological and behavioral balance (Baker and Sirky, 1986). Effective academic adjustment fosters academic success and enhances social and psychological adaptation. Conversely, students with inadequate academic adjustment frequently encounter various challenges, including declining academic performance, mental health issues, and difficulties in social integration (Van Rooij et al., 2018). Compared to their counterparts in general undergraduate programs, students in higher vocational colleges encounter distinct and complex challenges in academic adjustment, which need to be focused.

Firstly, higher vocational college students encounter distinctive learning environments and task requirements. During their transition from high school to higher vocational education, they must not only adapt to a new educational setting (Donaldson et al., 2023), but also assume new societal roles and responsibilities as adults (Cheung et al., 2020). Secondly, Many students enter higher education inadequately prepared for academic challenges, as evidenced by their insufficient foundational knowledge, inappropriate learning strategies, and poor time management skills (Pascarella et al., 2004). Thirdly, over 70% of these students in China are first-generation college students (Zhang et al., 2016), referring to students whose parents have the highest education level of high school or below (McFadden, 2016).

These students often face multiple challenges. On the one hand, they lack familial understanding and support for higher education (Jenkins et al., 2013), associated with lower levels of campus engagement and academic confidence (López et al., 2023). On the other hand, limited family and cultural capital further restricts their ability to access learning resources and developmental opportunities (Li et al., 2023). The cumulative effect of these factors not only exacerbates their academic adjustment difficulties but also impacts the quality of vocational education and their future career development. Consequently, conducting research on the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students can significantly enhance their academic performance and psychological well-being, while also providing a reference for improving the vocational education system.

Researchers have focused on the important roles of social support and psychological resources in academic adjustment. Perceived peer support, a major source of social support, refers to the help, care, and feedback that students receive from their peers or classmates in multiple dimensions, including emotional, informational, and material support (An and Guo, 2023). Previous research showed that perceived peer support could help reduce academic pressure and promote students’ academic adjustment by providing emotional support and learning resources (Worley et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2021). In addition, academic hope and professional identity are the two key psychological resources. According to Hope Theory (Snyder et al., 2018), hope is an important psychological drive and cognitive process for individuals to achieve their goals. In educational contexts, academic hope refers to students’ expectations of academic goals and their confidence and motivation to achieve them (Sympson and Snyder, 1997). The professional identity reflects students’ deep cognitive and emotional identification with their major, which continues to develop throughout the learning process (Pifer and Baker, 2016; Qin, 2009). These two factors promote academic adjustment through different mechanisms: academic hope improves learning efficacy by stimulating goal-oriented learning strategies (Snyder et al., 2018), while professional identity promotes the academic adjustment by strengthening the sense of belonging and responsibility (Chu et al., 2021).

However, there is a relative lack of research on academic adjustment among higher vocational college students, particularly within the specific cultural context of China. Furthermore, existing research has been limited to a single theoretical framework, such as Social Support Theory or the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, and a single-factor perspective. For example, previous research has examined the relationships between perceived peer support (Worley et al., 2023), academic hope (Wong and Yuen, 2023), and professional identity (Chu et al., 2021) and academic adjustment separately, however, the interaction mechanisms among these factors have not been fully elucidated. The limitations of this single perspective research impedes a systematic understanding of the mechanisms underlying academic adjustment among higher vocational college students, thereby constraining the development and implementation of effective support strategies.

In summary, this study aims to explore the mechanisms of the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students by integrating perceived peer support, academic hope, and professional identity into a comprehensive theoretical framework. Additionally, it is expected to provide empirical evidence for educators to facilitate the development of more targeted support strategies, which is instrumental in promoting higher vocational college students’ academic success and holistic development. Furthermore, this study will provide a theoretical support for the improvement of vocational education policies. The theoretical model is shown in Figure 1.

[image: Diagram illustrating the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment, mediated by academic hope and professional identity. Arrows indicate positive influence from perceived peer support to academic hope, professional identity, and academic adjustment, with interactions between academic hope and professional identity.]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical research model of the study.



1.1 The influence of perceived peer support on academic adjustment

Social Support Theory provides a robust theoretical framework for understanding the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment. This theoretical perspective emphasizes that support received from social network plays a crucial role in stress management and environmental adaptation (Cohen and McKay, 2020). Within the higher education context, perceived peer support, as a significant component of social support, demonstrates substantial influence on students’ academic adjustment processes (Zhang et al., 2021). Perceived peer support facilitates academic adjustment through multiple mechanisms. Firstly, emotional support from peers can mitigate students’ anxiety and stress, provide psychological comfort, and enhance their capacity to address academic challenges (Camacho-Morles et al., 2021). Secondly, peer-to-peer information exchange and experience sharing enable students to acquire valuable learning resources and strategies, thereby enhancing their comprehension of course content and academic performance (Wentzel et al., 2021). Furthermore, perceived peer support contributes to the improvement of students’ academic self-efficacy and motivation, fostering an environment conducive to academic success (Altermatt, 2019). Longitudinal research further substantiates the enduring impact of perceived peer support on academic adjustment. A study conducted by Worley et al. (2023) demonstrates that early perceived peer support during the transition from secondary to tertiary education not only effectively predicted academic improvement in higher education but also enhanced academic achievement through the facilitation of positive peer interactions, thereby significantly strengthening students’ academic adjustment. These findings underscore the sustained significance of perceived peer support in students’ adjustment to higher education environments.

Perceived peer support is particularly pronounced in higher vocational education. Among higher vocational college students, over 90% are first-generation college students who encounter multiple challenges, including insufficient academic guidance from their families (Jenkins et al., 2013) and deficiencies in family, cultural, and social capital (Li et al., 2023). In this context, perceived peer support emerges as a critical factor in compensating for the lack of educational resources at home and facilitating academic adjustment. Information sharing and experience exchanging between peers specifically enable higher vocational college students to better comprehend professional knowledge and develop vocational competencies, thereby enhancing their academic adjustment to the learning environment (Lundberg, 2014).

In summary, perceived peer support is a crucial external resource for academic adjustment among higher vocational college students and may play a significant role in compensating for their limited family and social capital. Drawing on the aforementioned theoretical and empirical research, this study proposes the research hypothesis 1: Perceived peer support positively predicts the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students.



1.2 Mediating effect of academic hope

Snyder (2002) defines hope as a crucial psychological drive and cognitive process that enables individuals to achieve their goals. According to Hope Theory, hope comprises two essential components: pathway thinking and agency thinking. Pathway thinking pertains to an individual’s capacity to devise one or more viable routes to attain their objectives. At the same time, agency thinking reflects the motivation and belief in one’s ability to utilize these routes to reach those goals (Snyder et al., 1991). Academic hope represents the application of Hope Theory in the educational context, encompassing students’ expectations for academic success, and their confidence and motivation to realize these aspirations (Sympson and Snyder, 1997). Specifically, academic hope not only aids students in establishing clear academic objectives (pathway thinking) but also fosters sustained learning motivation (agency thinking) and encourages the development of effective strategies to address academic challenges (Snyder, 2002). In contrast to general hope, academic hope concentrates more on goal setting, strategy formulation, and maintaining motivation within educational settings. Consequently, it correlates strongly with predicting students’ academic achievement and adjusting to academic environments (D’Amico Guthrie and Fruiht, 2020).

The Social Support Theory and the Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory provide a robust theoretical framework for understanding the relationship between perceived peer support, academic hope, and academic adjustment. The central effect hypothesis of Social Support Theory posits that social support can directly enhance an individual’s health and adaptive behavior (Cohen and Wills, 1985). Meanwhile, the COR Theory asserts that individuals cope with external pressures and achieve positive adaptation by acquiring, accumulating, maintaining, and utilizing various resources, including personal abilities, social support, knowledge and material conditions (Hobfoll et al., 2018). When confronted with stress, individuals with more resources are better equipped to navigate challenges and attain favorable adaptation outcomes. Conversely, a scarcity of resources may trap individuals in a detrimental cycle of resource depletion, which further intensifies stress and diminishes adaptability (Hobfoll et al., 2018).

The COR Theory postulates that social support, serving as a fundamental external resource, facilitates the development of positive psychological resources in individuals (Hobfoll et al., 2018).

Among diverse forms of social support, perceived peer support is instrumental in fostering academic hope among students (Kwok et al., 2024). Research by Fu et al. (2019) empirically demonstrates that social support constitutes a pivotal factor in determining levels of hope. This finding extends beyond the context of left-behind children to broader higher education settings. Furthermore, structured peer support initiatives, specifically peer learning workshops, have demonstrated efficacy in enhancing students’ academic engagement and positive attitudes while simultaneously elevating their levels of academic hope (Azadianbojnordi et al., 2020). These findings underscore the distinctive contribution of perceived peer support to developing academic hope. As a critical psychological resource, academic hope enables students to manage academic pressures and enhance their academic adjustment effectively (Hazan-Liran and Miller, 2022; Wong and Yuen, 2023). Specifically, students with higher academic hope demonstrate a greater propensity to establish clear academic objectives, maintain self-efficacy in goal achievement, and exhibit enhanced coping and adaptive capabilities when confronting academic challenges (Snyder et al., 2018). Moreover, during periods of intense academic pressure or setbacks, academic hope facilitates students’ positive adjustment of coping strategies, strengthening their academic adjustment (Hansen et al., 2014). These findings substantiate the fundamental role of academic hope in enhancing students’ academic performance and adaptability.

D’Amico Guthrie and Fruiht (2020) provide compelling empirical evidence for understanding the intricate relationships between perceived peer support, academic hope, and academic adjustment. Their research revealed that supportive peer relationships influence students’ academic success through two pathways. The first pathway represents a direct route, wherein perceived peer support enhances students’ integration with the campus community, directly facilitating academic success. The second pathway operates indirectly; supportive relationships enhance students’ academic hope, promoting academic performance and retention rates (D’Amico Guthrie and Fruiht, 2020). This investigation not only substantiates the direct impact of perceived peer support on academic adjustment but also elucidates the potential mediating role of academic hope in this process, establishing a foundation for constructing an integrated theoretical framework.

Drawing from the COR Theory, perceived peer support functions as a critical external resource that facilitates the development of individuals’ positive psychological resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). For higher vocational college students specifically, perceived peer support may enhance academic adjustment through multiple mechanisms. Firstly, perceived peer support strengthens higher vocational college students’ confidence in establishing and achieving academic objectives. This enhanced academic hope directly increases their academic engagement and adjustment levels and potentially augments their self-efficacy, thereby promoting superior academic adjustment (Snyder, 2002). Secondly, perceived peer support provides higher vocational college students with both emotional sustenance and academic assistance, mitigating academic stressors and challenges encountered during their educational journey, thus directly enhancing their academic adjustment (Cohen and McKay, 2020). Therefore, academic hope may play an important mediating role in the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment.

Drawing upon the integration of Hope Theory, Social Support Theory, and COR Theory, along with relevant empirical research, Hypothesis 2 was proposed: Academic hope acts as a mediator in the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment among higher vocational college students.



1.3 Mediating effect of professional identity

As a crucial psychological resource, professional identity plays a vital role in students’ academic adjustment. It directly influences students’ learning motivation and enhances their adaptability by strengthening their sense of belonging and responsibility toward their chosen field (Chu et al., 2021). Specifically, students with a stronger professional identity typically exhibit greater interest and commitment to their field of study, engage more actively in academic activities, and demonstrate increased persistence and adaptability when confronted with academic challenges (Horrill et al., 2021; Krishna et al., 2023).

During this process, perceived peer support is a vital social resource that is crucial to facilitating. Research indicates that social support, particularly perceived peer support, significantly predicts students’ professional identity (Zhao et al., 2023). Additionally, a quantitative study further demonstrated the significant predictive influence of perceived peer support on developing professional identity among nursing graduate students (Horrill et al., 2021). In essence, perceived peer support enhances students’ sense of belonging and identification with their field of study by providing emotional and academic assistance (Horrill et al., 2021). In professional identity formation, structured peer support mechanisms play an indispensable role. Studies have shown that peer mentoring programs bolster professional identity by aiding students in integrating into the professional community through emotional and academic support (Krishna et al., 2023). As a social resource, perceived peer support can motivate students and enhance their sense of achievement and interest in a specific discipline, thereby improving academic performance and retention rates. Although research has explored the positive impact of perceived peer support on students’ academic adjustment, there remains a notable gap in the literature regarding the role of professional identity as a mediating variable in higher vocational education. Drawing upon the framework of COR Theory, individuals manage external pressures by acquiring, accumulating, and maintaining resources, with social support and psychological resources serving as fundamental elements in stress management (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Professional identity, as a vital psychological resource, may represent a significant pathway through which students translate perceived peer support into improved academic adjustment. Specifically, when higher vocational college students receive peer support, professional identity can act as an essential mediating bridge, facilitating the conversion of emotional and academic support from peers into enhanced learning motivation and adaptability. This mediating process may bolster students’ identification with their professional identity and substantially enhance their academic engagement and performance (Krishna et al., 2023). For example, perceived peer support helps students better integrate into professional communities, enhancing their sense of belonging and responsibility toward their profession, thereby improving their academic adjustment (Chu et al., 2021; Horrill et al., 2021).

In summary, drawing on the integrated perspectives of COR Theory and Social Support Theory, along with relevant empirical research, this study proposes the following Hypothesis 3: Professional identity serves as a mediator between perceived peer support and academic adjustment among higher vocational college students.



1.4 The chain mediating effect of academic hope and professional identity

According to the COR Theory, individuals strive to accumulate, maintain, and protect valuable resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). As a crucial psychological resource, academic hope significantly enhances students’ professional identity (Chang et al., 2023; Dong et al., 2020). Specifically, academic hope aims to positively influence professional identity through resource accumulation in the following aspects.

Firstly, academic hope fosters students’ active participation in professional learning activities by stimulating their intrinsic learning motivation (Snyder, 2002). Intrinsic motivation serves as a crucial driver for students’ sustained engagement in their studies, enabling them to remain focused and enthusiastic throughout the learning process while also assisting them in overcoming challenges and difficulties. This sustained active participation not only contributes to students’ academic success but also facilitates the accumulation of professional knowledge and skills, which are essential for developing a professional identity (Azadianbojnordi et al., 2020).

Secondly, academic hope assists students in clarifying their career goals and formulating concrete implementation plans (Snyder et al., 2018). The clarity of career goals provides students with a sense of direction and purpose and bolsters their confidence and expectations regarding future career development (Nicola-Richmond et al., 2023). This clear career path further strengthens students’ sense of belonging to and identification with their majors, as they can closely connect their current learning with their future career trajectories, thereby imbuing their learning with a deeper significance (Zhu et al., 2021). Additionally, the clarity of career goals can inspire students to actively plan and manage their academic resources, fostering a virtuous cycle in their academic and career development.

In summary, academic hope is a crucial psychological resource that enables students to accumulate academic and career-related assets through two primary pathways: fostering intrinsic learning motivation and clarifying career goals. This process significantly enhances their professional identity. Furthermore, it aligns with the fundamental principles of COR Theory, which posits that individuals achieve positive psychological and behavioral outcomes by accumulating and safeguarding resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). This framework provides both theoretical support and practical insights for understanding the influence of academic hope on students’ professional identity.

Building on this theoretical framework, the present study proposes the following research Hypothesis 4: Academic hope and professional identity play a chain mediating role between perceived peer support and academic adjustment of higher vocational college students.




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants

This study focuses on students at the specialized level of higher vocational colleges in China, including those who entered through various pathways such as the single examination and single enrollment, the general college entrance examination, middle and higher vocational connections, and independent enrollment. A multi-stage stratified random sampling method was employed to ensure a representative and diverse sample. In the first stage, based on the “China Development Index 2022” published by Renmin University of China, the country was divided into three categories: developed regions, moderately developed regions, and underdeveloped regions. From these categories, 15 representative provinces encompassing a total of 35 higher vocational colleges were selected, thereby ensuring the sample’s adequacy in terms of geographical distribution and economic development levels. In the second stage, considering that junior students are primarily engaged in off-campus internships, the sampling proportions for each grade were adjusted to focus on freshmen and sophomores, while still retaining a certain proportion of juniors. This approach not only ensures the availability of the sample but also maintains its adequacy across different grades.

Data were collected using paper questionnaires administered collectively by classes and organized by uniformly trained counselors and classroom teachers. A total of 10,000 questionnaires were distributed in this study, resulting in 9,075 valid responses after excluding invalid submissions. The average age of the valid subjects was 19.5 years (SD = 1.45), with ages ranging from 17 to 22 years. The effective recall rate was 90.75%. The demographic characteristics of the questionnaire sample are detailed in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Characteristics of higher vocational college student sample (N = 9,075).
[image: Table showing various demographic features, categories, number of people, and percentages. Categories include gender (male: 49.90%, female: 50.10%), grade (freshman: 62.20%, sophomore: 32.40%, junior: 5.40%), region (developed: 45.20%, moderately developed: 39.90%, less developed: 14.90%), parental education background (first-generation: 90.10%, non-first-generation: 9.90%), place of origin (rural: 66.20%, township: 17.10%, urban: 16.70%), high school type (ordinary: 61.40%, vocational: 38.60%), institution type (public: 60.80%, private: 39.20%).]



2.2 Measures

In this study, we primarily employed four standardized scales: the Academic Adjustment Scale, the Academic Hope Scale, the Perceived Peer Support Scale, and the Professional Identity Scale, specifically designed for higher vocational college students. Additionally, we gathered other significant factors that may influence academic adjustment as control variables. These include whether the students are first-generation college students, their educational background prior to enrollment (regular high school or vocational high school), and their self-assessed achievement levels. These factors were considered control variables because they could influence academic adjustment. For instance, “whether one is a first-generation college student” is used as a control variable, primarily because this identity characteristic may have a potential impact on students’ academic adjustment. First-generation college students, due to the lack of higher education experience support from their families, often face unique challenges in areas such as accessing academic resources, psychological preparedness, and integration into campus life (Jenkins et al., 2013). Additionally, a student’s pre-enrollment educational background, whether from a general or vocational high school, may shape their learning foundations and strategies, potentially impacting academic adjustment. Lastly, the self-assessment of achievement level represents students’ subjective evaluations of their academic performance, which may be closely linked to motivation and learning strategies. Therefore, considering these factors as control variables allows for the exclusion of their confounding effects, thereby facilitating a more accurate understanding of the independent effects of academic hope, peer support, and professional identity on academic adjustment.

The self-assessed achievement levels were based on the research methodology of Ding et al. (2023). Participants were asked to evaluate their academic level according to their overall performance in the class during the last few exams. The evaluation grades were categorized into three intervals, assigned the values of 1 (below average), 2 (average), and 3 (above average). These control variables will be integrated into the model during the data analysis phase to enhance the accuracy and explanatory power of the findings.


2.2.1 The academic adjustment scale for higher vocational college students

Existing academic adjustment assessment tools primarily target the general undergraduate student population and often fail to accurately reflect the academic adjustment characteristics of higher vocational college students. This study developed an Academic Adjustment Scale specifically tailored for this demographic. The scale’s development adhered to a rigorous psychometric procedure.

Initially, a systematic literature review and semi-structured interviews with 42 higher vocational college students were conducted to establish the conceptual framework of the scale. Following this, several rounds of expert discussions led to the creation of an initial scale comprising 61 items. A five-point Likert scale was employed for scoring (1 = very inconsistent, 2 = relatively inconsistent, 3 = generally consistent, 4 = relatively consistent, 5 = very consistent). In the item analysis and exploratory factor analysis phase, the questionnaire was administered to 1,045 students across 10 higher vocational colleges and universities, yielding a valid recovery rate of 87.75% (N = 917). After conducting item analysis, 39 items were retained based on indicators such as item decision value, item-total score correlation, corrected item-total score correlation, and changes in the alpha coefficient upon item elimination. Exploratory factor analysis ultimately refined the scale to 19 items, organized into three dimensions: learning engagement (6 items), learning strategies (5 items), and learning motivation (8 items). These three factors accounted for a total of 59.47% of the variance. Finally, in the validation factor analysis stage, a questionnaire survey was conducted with 1,023 students from 13 higher education institutions, achieving an effective recall rate of 86.12% (N = 881). The results of the validation factor analysis indicated a good model fit (χ2/df = 2.67, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05, NFI = 0.95, CFI = 0.97, GFI = 0.94). The internal consistency of the scale was found to be satisfactory, with an overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.94 and alpha coefficients for the individual dimensions ranging from 0.84 to 0.90. The validity of the self-administered Academic Adjustment Scale for Higher Vocational College Students was assessed using the Academic Adjustment Scale for College Students developed by Feng et al. (2006) as a benchmark. The correlation coefficient between the total scores of the two scales was 0.72 (p < 0.05), indicating that the self-administered scale possesses strong validity.

In this study (N = 9,075), we employed a self-administered Academic Adjustment Scale for higher vocational college students consisting of 19 items across three dimensions. The Learning Engagement dimension (6 items) evaluated students’ efforts and engagement in the learning process, exemplified by the statement, “I put a lot of effort into my studies in order to get good grades.” The Learning Strategies dimension (5 items) assessed students’ ability to employ effective learning methods, such as, “I will make a detailed study plan for each stage of learning.” The Motivation dimension (8 items) examined the intrinsic motivation that drives students to learn, illustrated by the statement, “I enjoy learning because it promotes my personal growth.” The overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.95, with alpha coefficients for the dimensions ranging from 0.85 to 0.91. These findings suggest that the scale is a reliable and valid measurement tool for assessing the academic adjustment status of higher education students.



2.2.2 Perceived peer support scale

In this study, the Perceived Peer Support dimension of the Multidimensional Social Support Scale was employed to assess the perceived peer support among higher vocational college students. The scale consists of 27 items, which are categorized into three dimensions based on content: emotional support, instrumental support, and informational support; as well as three dimensions based on source: perceived family support, perceived peer support, and perceived teacher support. Each dimension comprises nine items (Zhang et al., 2021). The scale utilizes a 5-point Likert scale for scoring (1 = very inconsistent, 2 = relatively inconsistent, 3 = generally consistent, 4 = relatively consistent, 5 = very consistent). The internal consistency coefficients for the perceived peer support, family support, and teacher support dimensions ranged from 0.87 to 0.90, indicating an overall scale reliability of 0.96 and strong validity indices. These findings confirm that it is a valid instrument for measuring social support.

All items of the Perceived Social Support Scale were initially measured among higher vocational college students. The reliability and validity of each dimension were analyzed: Perceived Family Support, Perceived Peer Support, and Perceived Teacher Support. The results indicated that the Cronbach’s alpha values for the three dimensions ranged from 0.89 to 0.92. Conversely, the alpha coefficient for the total scale was 0.96, indicating a high degree of reliability. Subsequently, we focused on the content analysis of the perceived peer support dimension to advance the core objectives of this study.

Perceived Peer Support consists of three elements: emotional support, instrumental support, and informational support. Peer emotional support encompasses the understanding, encouragement, and companionship individuals receive during peer interactions (e.g., “Providing comfort and encouragement when needed”). Peer instrumental support focus on the assistance and resources provided by peers, such as money, goods, or services. Peers help individuals address specific challenges or enhance their living conditions (e.g., “Offering contacts or other non-material support when needed”). Peer informational support evaluates information, advice, or guidance to assist individuals in better understanding the issues they encounter and potentially identifying solutions (e.g., “Offering information relevant to your situation”).

In this study, the dimension of perceived peer support was demonstrated to be a good psychometric indicator. Internal consistency tests showed that Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the dimensions ranged from 0.88 to 0.91, and the alpha coefficient for the overall scale reached 0.95. These results underscore the high degree of reliability inherent in the scale, thereby affirming its suitability for measuring the constructs under investigation.



2.2.3 Academic hope scale

This study employed the Academic Hope Scale (Sympson and Snyder, 1997), derived from the Domain-Specific Hope Scale (Revised), to evaluate students’ pathways thinking and motivational thinking within an academic context. The scale comprises six items categorized into two dimensions: Pathways Thinking (three items) and Motivated Thinking (three items). These dimensions assess students’ capacity to devise strategies for achieving academic goals (e.g., “I can come up with a variety of ways to get good grades”) and their intrinsic motivation to pursue academic success (e.g., “I feel motivated to do well in school”). Responses were measured using a five-point Likert scale (1 = very inconsistent, 2 = relatively inconsistent, 3 = generally consistent, 4 = relatively consistent, 5 = very consistent), with higher scores reflecting greater levels of academic hope. The scale showed strong construct validity in this study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.93 overall and 0.89 for both the pathways and motivation dimensions.



2.2.4 Professional identity scale

This study employed the Professional Identity Scale for College Students, developed by Qin (2009), which comprises 23 items across four dimensions: cognitive identity, affective identity, behavioral identity, and appropriateness identity. Cognitive identity (5 items) assesses students’ fundamental understanding of their majors, as exemplified by the item “I know what qualities my major requires of learners.” Affective identity (8 items) measures students’ emotional disposition toward their majors, illustrated by the item “I am willing to work in a job related to my major.” Behavioral identity (6 items) reflects students’ actual major-related behaviors, such as “I often read books related to my major.” Appropriateness identity (4 items) evaluates the perceived congruence between students’ personal traits and their chosen major, as demonstrated by the item “My personality is a good match for my major.” The scale utilizes a five-point Likert scale (1 = very inconsistent, 2 = relatively inconsistent, 3 = generally consistent, 4 = relatively consistent, 5 = very consistent), with higher scores indicating stronger major identification. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.96 overall, while the coefficients for the four dimensions ranged from 0.81 to 0.89, demonstrating high internal consistency.




2.3 Research procedure

The data collection lasted from late October 2023 to late December 2023, spanning approximately 2 months. Data collection was conducted using paper-based questionnaires to ensure the standardization of responses and the completeness of the data. The entire data collection process was carried out strictly by the established research plan and ethical requirements. The specific procedures were as follows:

	Step 1. Questionnaire preparation and distribution. Before formal administration, the research team meticulously designed and printed the questionnaire. Additionally, standardized training was provided to the faculty who were involved in the distribution and administration of the questionnaires. The questionnaires were disseminated on a class-by-class basis, with trained counselors or instructors overseeing the process. Before distribution, students were informed about the anonymity and confidentiality of the questionnaire and the entirely voluntary nature of their participation.
	Step 2. Questionnaire completion and administration. Students completed the questionnaires collectively in classrooms under supervision. At first, counselors or instructors explained the research background, the confidentiality of the questionnaire, and the voluntary nature of participation briefly. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw at any time without any consequences. The questionnaire administration was conducted under supervision, with students instructed to complete the instruments independently within 20–30 min to ensure response validity while mitigating potential participant fatigue.
	Step 3. Questionnaire collection and organization. Upon completion of the questionnaires counselors or teachers collect and seal them. Subsequently, these sealed questionnaires are returned to the research team on a school-by-school basis. Stringent confidentiality measures are implemented during both the transportation and storage of the questionnaires to ensure the security and integrity of the data.
	Step 4. Data cleaning and quality control. The research team conducted multiple rounds of data cleaning and quality control on the collected questionnaires. This process included completeness checks (removing questionnaires with incomplete responses to key questions or significant missing content), logical consistency checks (e.g., verifying the consistency of responses to reverse-coded items and assessing the reasonableness of answers to sequential questions), and compliance reviews (removing questionnaires with random or duplicate responses) to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the data.
	Step 5. Ethical review and incentive measures. This study has received approval from the Academic Ethics Committee of the School of Psychology at Northeast Normal University (Ethics Approval Number: 2023030) and strictly adheres to the ethical guidelines for psychological research. To encourage students to actively participate in completing the questionnaire, each student who completes it receives a 3-Yuan We Chat red envelope as a reward. Class counselors or teachers manage the distribution of these rewards to ensure fairness and transparency.



2.4 Data analyses

In this study, multiple statistical methods were employed to analyze the collected data comprehensively. Initially, descriptive statistical analysis and Pearson correlation analysis were conducted using SPSS 26.0 to establish a preliminary understanding of the relationships among variables. To assess potential common method bias, a Harman’s single-factor test was performed. Subsequently, confirmatory factor analysis was executed using Amos 26.0 software to verify the structural validity of the scales. To examine the mediating effects of academic hope and professional identity, 95% confidence intervals for indirect effects were estimated using the Bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples. Further analyses were conducted using the PROCESS macro (Model 6) in SPSS 26.0 to validate the serial mediation effect.




3 Results


3.1 Common method variance test

In this study, all variables were measured using self-report scales, which may be susceptible to common method bias. To evaluate the potential impact of this bias, a Harman one-way test was conducted. The results indicated that a total of seven factors had an eigenvalue greater than 1, while the total variance explained by the first principal factor was 35.11%. This value did not exceed the critical threshold of 40%, suggesting that the data were not significantly influenced by common method bias (Zhou and Long, 2004).



3.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis of variables

This study conducted correlation analyses to examine the relationships among academic adjustment, perceived peer support, academic hope, professional identity, and demographic variables (high school type, self-assessed achievement level, and parental educational background). The results revealed moderately strong positive correlations between perceived peer support and academic hope, as well as between professional identity and academic adjustment. Self-assessed achievement levels demonstrated significant but weak positive correlations with perceived peer support, academic hope, professional identity, and academic adjustment. High school type (general versus vocational) showed no significant correlation with professional identity or perceived peer support, while exhibiting significant but weak correlations with academic hope and academic adjustment. Similarly, parental educational background (first-generation versus non-first-generation college students) displayed significant but weak positive correlations with perceived peer support, academic hope, professional identity, and academic adjustment.

Overall, perceived peer support, academic hope, and professional identity emerge as the most critical variables influencing academic adjustment, whereas academic performance appears to have a relatively minor impact on academic adjustment. Additionally, factors such as the type of high school attended and parental educational background demonstrate very limited effects on academic adjustment and may lack practical significance. The specific results are shown in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficient matrix for each variable (N = 9,075).
[image: A correlation matrix table showing means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables: academic adjustment (AA), academic hope (AH), professional identity (PI), perceived peer support (PPS), high school type (HST), self-assessment achievement levels (SAAL), and parental educational background (PEB). Significant correlations are marked with asterisks, denoting different significance levels: *** for p < 0.001, ** for p < 0.01, and * for p < 0.05.]



3.3 Chain mediating model test

This study investigated the mediating roles of academic hope and professional identity in the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment, utilizing the SPSS macro program PROCESS Model 6 developed by Hayes and Scharkow (2013). After controlling for variables such as the type of high school, self-assessed achievement level, and parents’ educational background, we conducted a series of regression analyses. The results are presented in Tables 3, 4, as well as Figure 2.



TABLE 3 Chain mediating model test of academic hope and professional identity between perceived peer support and academic adjustment (N = 9,075).
[image: Table displaying regression models with dependent and independent variables, overall fitting index, and regression coefficient significance. Four models are shown: AA, AH, PI, and AA, with corresponding R, R², and F values. Coefficients B, β, SE, and T are detailed for variables like PPS, HST, SAAL, and PEB. Notes explain abbreviations such as academic adjustment (AA), academic hope (AH), and more.]



TABLE 4 Total effects, direct effects, and mediating effects in the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment among higher vocational college students (N = 9,075).
[image: Table displaying statistical data on different pathways. Columns include Pathways, Effect, Boot SE, 95% Confidence Interval (Boot LLCI, Boot ULCI), and Relative Effect Quantity. Pathways involve perceived peer support (PPS), academic hope (AH), academic adjustment (AA), and professional identity (PI). Total effect is 0.30 with a bootstrapped standard error of 0.02, mediation effects range from 0.03 to 0.17, and relative effect quantities range from 10.00% to 86.67%.]
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FIGURE 2
 Chain mediating model diagram (N = 9,075).


Firstly, perceived peer support demonstrated a significant positive predictive effect on the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students (β = 0.41, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001), confirming research hypothesis 1. After introducing two mediating variables: academic hope and professional identity, the direct effect of perceived peer support on academic adjustment decreased but remained significant (β = 0.05, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001). Secondly, we assessed the mediating effect of academic hope. The results indicated that perceived peer support significantly and positively predicted academic hope (β = 0.47, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001), which, in turn, significantly and positively predicted academic adjustment (β = 0.50, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001). Using the bias-corrected percentile Bootstrap method (sample size = 5,000), we identified a significant mediating effect of academic hope, with an effect size of 0.17 and a 95% confidence interval of [0.16, 0.18], accounting for 56.67% of the total effect. This finding supported research hypothesis 2. Thirdly, we examined the mediating effect of professional identity. Analyses revealed that perceived peer support significantly and positively predicted professional identity (β = 0.17, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001), which subsequently significantly and positively predicted academic adjustment (β = 0.29, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001). The mediating effect of professional identity was also significant, with an effect size of 0.03 and a 95% confidence interval of [0.02, 0.04], accounting for 10.00% of the total effect, thereby validating research hypothesis 3. Finally, we investigated the chain mediated effect of academic hope and professional identity. The results demonstrated that academic hope significantly and positively predicted professional identity (β = 0.58, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001), with a significant chain mediated effect size of 0.06 and a 95% confidence interval of [0.05, 0.07], accounting for 20.00% of the total effect, thus supporting research hypothesis 4. Notably, among the three significant indirect effects, academic hope exhibited the largest mediating effect, representing 65.38% (0.17/0.26) of the total indirect effects. This finding underscores the essential role of academic hope in the process through which perceived peer support impacts academic adjustment.




4 Discussion

This study aimed to explore the mechanisms of perceived peer support in facilitating the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students, with a particular emphasis on the chain mediating roles of academic hope and professional identity. The findings not only confirmed the direct positive effect of perceived peer support on academic adjustment but also illuminated the mediating roles of academic hope and professional identity. Notably, this study is the first to validate the chain mediating roles of academic hope and professional identity within a higher education context, offering a novel perspective for understanding the complex mechanisms underlying the academic adjustment of higher education students.


4.1 The effect of perceived peer support on academic adjustment

The results reveal that perceived peer support significantly affect academic adjustment, even after controlling for variables such as high school type, self-assessed academic performance, and parental educational background. This finding was consistent with previous studies and further extend the applicability of perceived peer support within higher vocational education. Previous studies have shown that peer support can effectively alleviate academic stress, enhance academic self-efficacy, and promote learning adaptation through mechanisms such as emotional support, information sharing, and experience exchange (Camacho-Morles et al., 2021; Wentzel et al., 2021).

Our research findings have been validated in the special context of vocational education, providing additional evidence for these conclusions. However, compared with previous studies that primarily focused on general undergraduate students (Zhang et al., 2021), this study found that peer support has a more significant impact on higher vocational college students.

This may be attributed to the relatively limited family and cultural capital among higher vocational college students (Li et al., 2023), which positions perceived peer support as a crucial resource for adapting to academic and social environments. At the same time, the practice-oriented nature of vocational education may further amplify the significance of peer collaboration. In addition, compared to studies such as Worley et al. (2023), which examine the role of perceived peer support during the transition from high school to university, this study further emphasizes the long-term and multidimensional effects of perceived peer support during the vocational education stage. This study reveals that perceived peer support provides emotional comfort and significantly enhances the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students by establishing social networks and offering learning resources (Lundberg, 2014). This finding presents a novel perspective for research in vocational education.



4.2 The mediating effect of academic hope

This study represents a pioneering effort in validating the mediating role of academic hope in the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment within the context of Chinese higher vocational education. The results reveal that the mediating effect of academic hope accounts for 56.67% of the total effect, thereby highlighting its salient role as a mediating variable in the relationship between perceived peer support and the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students. This may be attributed to the deficiencies in family and cultural capital commonly experienced by higher vocational college students (Li et al., 2023), which positions academic hope as a crucial psychological resource in their academic adjustment process. While previous research has confirmed the positive effects of academic hope on academic adjustment (Wong and Yuen, 2023), the current study further elucidates the pathways through which perceived peer support enhances academic adjustment via the specific mediating variable of academic hope. This provides new insights into understanding the resource accumulation process during the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students.

Unlike previous studies that primarily examined students in general colleges and universities (Wong and Yuen, 2023), the present study specifically targets a distinct group of higher vocational college students. These students typically encounter unique challenges, including a weak learning foundation and insufficient motivation. In this context, peer support serves as a vital external social resource, offering higher vocational college students’ emotional comfort and practical assistance and significantly contributing to accumulating and maintaining their academic hope. This is achieved through emotional support, information sharing, and practical help (Cohen and McKay, 2020). According to Hope Theory (Snyder et al., 2018), elevated levels of academic hope facilitate establishing clear academic goals and foster sustained learning. The notable mediating effect of academic hope observed in this study indicates that the influence of perceived peer support on academic adjustment is largely realized through enhancing academic hope, particularly among higher vocational college students, for whom academic hope assumes a particularly salient role as a psychological resource.



4.3 The mediating effect of professional identity

The results indicate that professional identity plays a lesser mediating role in this relationship, with only 10.00% of the total effect. This finding not only underscores the importance of professional identity as a psychological resource but also highlights the complexities involved in its development within vocational education. The results were consistent with the studies by Chu et al. (2021) and Horrill et al. (2021), indicating that professional identity can effectively enhance academic adjustment by fostering a sense of belonging and responsibility toward one’s profession among students. However, in contrast to the study conducted by Krishna et al. (2023), the mediating effect identified in this study is relatively small. This discrepancy may reflect the unique characteristics of vocational college students. In contrast to their counterparts in traditional higher education institutions, these students often select their fields of study based more on employment prospects and practical considerations than on personal interest or academic hope. Consequently, this pragmatic orientation may attenuate the role of professional identity in facilitating academic adjustment.

From the perspective of COR Theory, perceived peer support, as an external resource, contributes to the formation of professional identity to a certain extent by enhancing students’ sense of belonging to the professional community (Chen Q. et al., 2023; Chen Y. et al., 2023). Professional identity considered an internal psychological resource, further facilitates the accumulation of resources in the learning process by strengthening students’ sense of professional belonging and value identity, thereby creating what Hobfoll et al. (2018) describes as a “resource acquisition spiral.” This finding aligns with Pifer and Baker (2016) characterization of professional identity as a critical psychological resource. However, the present study identified a relatively small mediating effect of professional identity, which warrants special attention and further investigation. Several factors may account for the limited mediating effect of professional identity: First, as Pifer and Baker (2016) noted, the development of professional identity is a complex and protracted process, particularly within the context of higher education, which may be influenced by various external factors; second, many higher vocational college students enter their programs with uncertainty regarding their choice of major and may lack in-depth knowledge and interest, which can hinder the rapid development of professional identity; finally, the cross-sectional design of the present study may not have adequately captured the dynamic process of professional identity development, especially its long-term impact on academic adjustment. Future research could further investigate the dynamics of professional identity and its extensive effects on academic adjustment through a longitudinal design.



4.4 The chain mediating effect of academic hope and professional identity

This study is the first to validate the chain mediating roles of academic hope and professional identity in the relationship between perceived peer support and academic adjustment within the context of vocational education. The findings indicate that perceived peer support enhances the academic hope of higher vocational college students, which subsequently strengthens their professional identity, thereby ultimately facilitating the development of academic adjustment. This discovery enriches the application of COR Theory in vocational education and provides a novel theoretical perspective for understanding the complex mechanisms underlying the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students. The results are consonant with existing studies suggesting that academic hope promotes professional identity (Chang et al., 2023; Dong et al., 2020), thereby extending this theoretical relationship further.

Specifically, within the context of vocational education, this study diverges from previous research that primarily focused on single mediating effects by uncovering the complete resource accumulation pathway from perceived peer support to academic adjustment. This finding supports the “resource gain spiral” and expands its applicability to vocational education.

Firstly, perceived peer support, which encompasses external support resources such as academic guidance and emotional assistance, activates the crucial cognitive resource of academic hope among higher vocational college students (Azadianbojnordi et al., 2020). As a positive psychological resource, academic hope enables students to formulate clear academic goals and equips them with the motivation and perceived pathways to achieve these goals.

Secondly, academic hope aims to promote the development of professional identity among higher vocational college students through a dual pathway. On the one hand, academic hope enhances students’ sense of professional competence and belonging by improving their learning engagement and academic achievements. On the other hand, academic hope provides meaningful support for developing professional identity by bridging current academic goals with future career aspirations. This finding resonates with the discussion by Diemer and Blustein (2007) on the intimate relationship between career aspirations and professional identity.

Furthermore, professional identity enhances academic adjustment through an integrative mechanism involving cognition, affection, and behavior. This process manifests as a positive dynamic cycle of resource enhancement. The strengthening of professional identity increases students’ recognition of the value of professional learning at the cognitive level and deepens their emotional engagement at the affective level, which subsequently catalyzes proactive learning behaviors at the behavioral level. These positive learning behaviors, in turn, reinforce professional identity, thereby creating a continuous improvement in academic adjustment. This finding not only supports the argument put forth by Tan et al. (2017) that professional identity facilitates academic adjustment but also elucidates the specific mechanisms involved in this process.

This study verifies the chain mediating effect of academic hope and professional identity, uncovering the resource accumulation pathway for academic adjustment among higher vocational college students. The findings suggest that perceived peer support exerts a direct influence on academic adjustment and establishes a dynamic process of resource transformation and accumulation through the interactive effects of academic hope and professional identity. This provides a new theoretical framework for future research and offers significant insights into vocational education practices. Specifically, by strengthening perceived peer support, enhancing academic hope, and fostering professional identity, the academic adjustment and holistic development of higher vocational college students can be effectively promoted.




5 Research contributions

Firstly, the study comprehensively integrate the Social Support Theory and the COR Theory to elucidate the academic adjustment process of higher vocational college students. This integration highlights perceived peer support as a vital external resource, while identifying academic hope and professional identity as significant internal psychological resources, thereby illuminating their interactions within the higher vocational education context. Furthermore, this synthesis not only broadens the application of Social Support Theory in the realm of resource accumulation but also enhances the understanding of COR Theory within educational psychology. It offers a novel perspective for comprehending the utilization and transformation of academic adjustment resources among higher vocational college students.

Secondly, this study illuminates the dynamic spiral process of resource acquisition within the framework of COR Theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018). The identified chain mediating effects—where perceived peer support enhances academic hope, which subsequently fosters professional identity and improves academic adjustment—demonstrate a dynamic process of resource accumulation and transformation. This finding illustrates how external support facilitates the accumulation of internal resources, while the enhancement of these internal resources further strengthens adaptive capacity, creating a positive feedback loop. This dynamic process not only provides a theoretical foundation for understanding the long-term development of academic adjustment among higher vocational college students but also enriches our comprehension of psychological resource mechanisms.

Lastly, this study proposes and validates a multidimensional mediating mechanism model for academic adjustment among higher vocational college students. This model incorporates two interrelated psychological resources: academic hope and professional identity. Within the higher vocational education context, academic hope represents students’ confidence in their academic capabilities and future aspirations (Snyder, 2002), while professional identity reflects students’ recognition of and commitment to their chosen profession (Pifer and Baker, 2016). The interplay between these resources demonstrates how higher vocational college students can enhance their academic adjustment through the synergistic effects of diverse psychological resources when confronting academic challenges.



6 Limitations

While this study yielded valuable findings, it is important to acknowledge several limitations.

Firstly, the cross-sectional design employed restricts our ability to draw causal inferences between the variables examined. Future research might benefit from adopting a longitudinal design or experimental approach to elucidate the causal relationships among these variables more effectively.

Secondly, this study’s focus was limited to Chinese higher vocational college students; thus, future investigations could extend to other cultural contexts or educational systems to assess the cross-cultural applicability of these findings.

Third, the present study primarily relied on self-assessment scales to investigate the relationships among perceived peer support, academic hope, professional identity, and academic adjustment, which presents certain limitations. Future studies could enhance understanding by incorporating a diverse range of indicators, including evaluations from teachers and parents, as well as students’ actual academic performance, to provide a more comprehensive view of the academic adjustment process.



7 Conclusion

This cross-sectional study found that perceived peer support not only directly predicted the academic adjustment of higher vocational college students, but also indirectly through the independent mediating effects of academic hope and professional identity, as well as the chain mediating effect of academic hope to professional identity. These findings provided new theoretical insights into the complex mechanisms of academic adjustment for higher vocational students and offered valuable guidance for educational practice and policy development.
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Based on a transdisciplinary concept of hope defined as the belief in the possibility of a wished-for good and the trust in (external) resources that could make this possibility happen, the current paper attempts to evaluate the nature and role of basic beliefs related to a broader perception of hope from people with diverse cultural backgrounds. Two empirical studies from the Hope Barometer research program performed in November 2021 (N = 1.721) and November 2023 (N = 2.064) aim to compare the levels of generally perceived hope and basic beliefs of the French and Italian populations in Switzerland. Via multivariate hierarchical regression analyses we evaluate the extent to which culturally shaped basic beliefs are distinctively connected to this perception of hope. The results back up the idea that believing in the world’s goodness, fairness, abundance, controllability, and beauty, along with a sense of luck and self-worth, can give people hope that goes beyond just focusing on their own agency and ability to reach their individual goals. Despite similar socio-economic conditions, participants representing the Italian-speaking population display higher levels of perceived hope, dispositional hope, and several basic beliefs about the world and oneself. Furthermore, in the Italian group, primal world beliefs have a stronger connection to perceived hope than in the French speaking group. With regard to psychological theories of hope, these findings imply that it would be misleading to reduce the experience of hope only to individualistic goal-oriented dimensions and to ignore other elements and sources of hope, particularly when hope is related to some broader social domains.
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1 Introduction

Currently, as crises and conflicts around the world are perceived to be increasingly threatening, a sense of hope becomes more and more indispensable. While the focus of hope is on an individual level in the case of personal crises, societal crises require the understanding of a broader and more general sense of hope (Braithwaite, 2004). Many disciplines, including philosophy, theology, nursing, health sciences, and psychology, have studied the basic attributes and qualities of hope, a fundamental existential phenomenon that people experience in countless contexts and different life situations (Eliott, 2005). Recent research has highlighted the constitutive role of basic beliefs in the experience of hope and demonstrated how people in different cultures can differ in their levels and perceptions of it (Krafft et al., 2023b). Grounded in a transdisciplinary model of hope and based on empirical findings from cross-cultural studies, this paper aims to investigate the fundamental role of basic beliefs as central elements in the experience of hope.



2 Theoretical background


2.1 A transdisciplinary concept of hope

Most researchers in positive psychology have been conceptualizing and studying hope mainly from an individualistic point of view. The focus of analysis has been the individual disposition to hope, directing attention toward personal goals, a sense of individual agency, and the idea of being able to overcome emerging obstacles and setbacks by one’s own strengths and efforts (Snyder, 2002). Despite its benefits in supporting people to cope with personal challenges, this individualistic conceptualization of hope may be limited when dealing with issues that are only partly or completely out of the hands of the individual. For instance, hoping for a new job for oneself is not the same as hoping for a good job for one’s partner or children, or hoping for the government to create conditions that will generate jobs for people in general. Recent progress in the study of hope psychology has shown that it is necessary to look at hope in a broader, more systemic, and transdisciplinary way (Colla et al., 2022; Krafft et al., 2023c).

Recently, Krafft et al. (2023c) have developed a framework that contains the constitutive elements of hope as a universal phenomenon of human existence, while simultaneously acknowledging the many circumstances in which people in different situations and with diverse cultural backgrounds might hope. Rooted in well-established philosophical theories (see for example Blöser and Stahl, 2017; Callina et al., 2018), hope is being described as comprising three basic elements: (1) a wish or desire for a valued outcome or state of affairs; (2) the belief that its realization is possible, however uncertain and not necessarily probable; and (3) the trust in existing or future resources (such as external support) that enables people to continue hoping especially when confronting obstacles and setbacks. All three elements are necessary conditions for hope but can take a variety of forms. For example, people can wish for personal goals, for the wellbeing of other people close to them (e.g., in case of illness), for their communities or countries (e.g., during a football match), for the natural environment, or even for some transcendent experiences (e.g., the reunion with a loved person in the afterlife). Similarly, the belief in the possibility of its realization can be rooted in basic assumptions and beliefs about the world and oneself: for example, the belief in future opportunities, the belief in common values that foster care and support among people, the belief in the possibilities of modern medicine, the belief in the regenerative power of nature, or the belief in a loving and almighty higher power. Likewise, one can trust in one’s own capabilities, in the concrete assistance of other people, in the abilities of the treating doctor, in the strengths of the team, and so on.

Since the perception of hope can be experienced and fostered in a great variety of ways, hope as a general psychological construct can be understood as a unique and irreducible concept, as philosophically elaborated by Blöser (2019). This means, that, on the one hand, hope must be rooted in the three previously described elements, wish, belief, and trust, but, at the same time, it is an emergent property or phenomenon with different qualities for different people. One aim of the cross-cultural study of hope is to compare mean levels of hope across samples of people from different cultures and to explore the main factors associated with their variance. A central question is, therefore, how to assess hope across several cultures. In this sense, one major challenge is to operationalize the construct of hope to allow cross-cultural comparisons without biasing the research with the researcher’s own values and theories. In order to be able to assess the level of hope as general as possible, it would be necessary to use an instrument to measure the level of hope as perceived by people, avoiding any cultural preconceptions regarding its nature and quality. The Perceived Hope Scale (PHS) was developed for exactly this purpose (Krafft et al., 2019). With the PHS (see section 3.1.2.) it is possible to measure the general level of hope and relate it to different dimensions of hope regarding its possible roots and sources, such as basic beliefs (see for example Krafft et al., 2023b, 2023d, 2023e).

This paper is dedicated to investigating the nature and role of basic beliefs that could foster people’s ability to hope in a general sense, taking special consideration of different cultural backgrounds.



2.2 Primal beliefs and basic assumptions

In a general sense, basic beliefs are constitutive elements of worldviews, i.e., assumptions about the nature, quality, and meaningfulness of what and how the world is and why it is as it is (Clifton et al., 2019; Ibrahim, 1984; Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Koltko-Rivera, 2004). Similarly to hope, worldviews, as a set of basic beliefs and assumptions, are especially relevant when one is confronted with the unknown, where uncertainties and inconsistencies arise and people feel an urge to explain the inexplicable (Koltko-Rivera, 2004). According to Janoff-Bulman (1989, 1992), worldviews include basic assumptions or narratives that are related to people’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors, especially in imagining what could or will happen in the future. In this sense, worldviews serve as theories to anticipate the future and guide the way people interpret new situations.

When people face stressful situations or experiences of powerlessness or despair, basic beliefs become especially relevant in relation to hope (Beck, 1974; Beck et al., 1990). For instance, basic beliefs can define the underlying character of human nature as good or evil and of the world as just or unjust (Lerner, 1980). Therefore, basic beliefs, assumptions about the future, and personal attitudes can shape people’s view of the world and themselves, influencing their perception of hope. In general terms, hope is anchored in the belief that the future can provide new possibilities and current situations can (but not necessarily will) change for the better (Krafft et al., 2023b).

Several authors maintain that the phenomenon of hope must be understood in the context of the culture in which people are embedded (see Averill et al., 1990; Averill and Sundararajan, 2005; Scioli and Biller, 2009; Tennen et al., 2002). Culturally shared worldviews and beliefs about how things are - and how they could and should be - can strongly influence people’s perceptions and volitions (Miller, 1999). From this cultural point of view, individual and social hopes can emerge through shared beliefs, which are constitutive of collective worldviews (Farsani and Abolghasemi, 2008). For instance, higher levels of hope might sometimes be rooted in collective beliefs regarding individual capabilities, control, and efforts (like in many Western societies), the cultural importance of the family and a sense of community (like in several Latin countries), and in some other cases in the common belief in a benevolent higher power (as observed in many African societies) (Krafft et al., 2023a).

For the current studies, we revert to the conceptual and empirical work of Janoff-Bulman (1989, 1992) as well as Clifton and Yaden (2021). For Janoff-Bulman, one of the pioneers in the psychological study of personal beliefs, basic assumptions that are at the core of people’s worldviews can be conceptualized in three primary categories: the perception of the external world, the perception of ourselves, and the perception of the relationship between both. The first category is characterized by the belief in the benevolence of people and the world in general. The fundamental distinction lies in the belief that good prevails over evil or vice versa. When people believe that the world is a good place to live and that people are basically kind, helpful, and caring, they experience lower levels of distress and higher levels of subjective well-being (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Joseph and Linley, 2005). The second category of basic assumptions is the belief in the meaningfulness of the world. People usually tend to believe that what happens to them and to other people makes sense. Belonging to this category are the basic beliefs of justice, controllability of events, and chance. Frequently, people believe that what happens to them is a consequence of their own attitudes and behaviors. In a just world, people deserve what they experience. This would mean that good people could hope for good outcomes. Furthermore, we have the power to control certain circumstances, while others remain beyond our control. Sometimes, what happens in the world and to oneself can be influenced by our own behavior. The opposite belief is that things happen just by chance. If events occur at random, they will lack any meaning and instill a sense of helplessness, as there is nothing one can do to promote or avoid them. The third fundamental assumption focuses on people’s self-perceptions, encompassing three dimensions. The first dimension is that of self-esteem, which arises when people perceive themselves as good, decent, and therefore worthy individuals. The second dimension refers to the appropriateness and effectiveness of one’s actions in order to be in control of one’s own life. The third belief is that of luck (or misfortune). In many situations, people are not able to control what happens to them, but they nevertheless feel somehow protected from misfortune.

A similar model regarding basic beliefs about the nature and quality of the world was recently developed by Clifton and his colleagues (Clifton et al., 2019; Clifton and Yaden, 2021). Beliefs about the basic character of the world are defined as primal beliefs (also called just primals). Similarly to Janoff-Bulman’s first category, the world can generally be considered as good or bad. People can either believe that the world is a beautiful, fascinating, safe, and exciting place, or to the contrary, that it is dangerous, ugly, and meaningless. Related to the phenomenon of hope, one can either believe that the world is improvable and will get better, or that things are impossible to change and are getting worse. Three overarching secondary primals classify the basic assessment of the world as good or bad: safe versus dangerous, enticing versus dull, and alive versus mechanistic. Individuals can perceive the world as a safe, fair, and benign place, brimming with new and fascinating opportunities, and a place where they can intentionally alter things for the better or not.

In sum, hope can be significantly associated with the belief in the goodness of the world and of people in general, in one’s dignity, self-worth, and capacity to control their own fate. In some cases, people believe in external forces they cannot explain or control, such as luck. Hope can be related to the propensity for a person to believe in a positive future, in a favorable development of life in general, in the social support one receives, and in the appreciation of one’s own capabilities. In our research, we furthermore presumed that people with different cultural backgrounds can hold different worldviews and can consequently experience hope in different ways.




3 The current studies

The empirical part of this paper comprises two studies. In both studies, the objective is to assess the basic beliefs of two culturally diverse groups of people in relation to their perceived level of hope. Switzerland is a country with several geographically and culturally demarcated regions. Approximately 67% of the population resides in the German (central and east) region, 23% in the French (west) region, and 8% in the Italian (south) region, with the Romansch minority constituting the fourth cultural group. In several studies, the results showed that the hope levels of the German- and Italian-speaking population are significantly higher than those of the French-speaking people (Krafft, 2019, 2020, 2021). Other publications (Krafft et al., 2019; Krafft and Walker, 2018) have already extensively reported the results of the German-speaking population, thus the present studies will focus on original data from the French and Italian populations, which share similar socio-economic circumstances but have different cultural backgrounds. The research question is whether culturally shaped basic beliefs of people in these two Swiss regions could have a distinct connection with the levels of hope of their population. The first study aims to evaluate the role of primal beliefs, as conceptualized and operationalized by Clifton and Yaden (2021), in relation to hope. In the second study, we assess how basic assumptions about the world and oneself, as defined and operationalized by Janoff-Bulman (1989, 1992), relate to hope. Furthermore, we take the opportunity to assess the psychometric properties of the French and the Italian versions of the Perceived Hope Scale (PHS), which have not been validated and reported yet in any scientific publication.


3.1 Study 1


3.1.1 Objectives, procedure and participants

The purpose of the first study is to investigate the role of primal world beliefs as operationalized by Clifton and Yaden (2021) with regard to the perceived levels of hope in two samples of French and Italian-speaking people in Switzerland. In order to cover not only the general beliefs about the world but also the personal disposition to hope, we included the Adult Dispositional Hope Scale (ADHS) of Snyder et al. (1991) into the survey. By doing so, it is possible to analyze whether basic beliefs about the world could have a connection with the more general perception of hope beyond individual traits.

Data was collected through the annual online survey of the Hope Barometer in November 2021. Participants were recruited through newspapers via online advertisements, social media, and e-mails. No incentives were offered. The inclusion criterion was a minimum age of 18. The samples are not strictly representative of the demographic distribution of the Swiss population in the French and Italian regions but include a high variety of people of different ages, education levels, family status, occupation, and professional level. 1,146 participants (66.6%) answered the French questionnaire and 575 (33.3%) answered the Italian questionnaire. Table 1 presents the demographic structure of the two samples. Due to a lack of completely equal demographic distribution, all demographic attributes will be used as control variables in the analytical statistics.



TABLE 1 Demographic structure of the samples.
[image: Demographic table showing data for French and Italian groups, with totals. Categories include gender, education, family status, children, main occupation, and professional status. Percentages and counts are given for each category, with overall totals for each section presented.]



3.1.2 Measures

The measures included in the study are the Perceived Hope Scale (PHS), the Adult Dispositional Hope Scale (ADHS), and the Primals Inventory short form (PI-18).


3.1.2.1 Perceived hope scale (PHS)

The PHS is a self-rating instrument that was developed to measure the level of hope as perceived by the participants, avoiding any cultural bias regarding the nature and quality of hope (Krafft et al., 2019). The PHS does not measure future expectations of individual goal attainment nor different dimensions of hope regarding its roots and sources (such as agency or self-confidence). The PHS is a unidimensional measure including six positively worded items to be rated on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The six items cover the general level of hope (e.g., “I feel hopeful”), the belief in the fulfillment of one’s hopes, whether hope outweighs anxiety and improves the quality of one’s life, and if one can remain hopeful even in difficult times. In the validation study of the original German scale the six items achieved high internal consistency with Cronbach α values between 0.87 and 0.89.



3.1.2.2 Adult dispositional hope scale (ADHS)

The ADHS is an instrument to measure the level of hope represented by the self-assessment of one’s own determination (agency or willpower) and ability (pathways or waypower) to achieve personal goals (Snyder et al., 1991). The concept of dispositional hope is particularly adept at illustrating and individual’s level of self-efficacy and self-confidence. The ADHS consists of 12 positively worded items, 4 items targeting the dimension of agency, 4 items representing the dimension pathways, and 4 distractors (excluded from the analysis). In this study, we used a 6-point Likert-type scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The internal consistency of the total English scale as reported in the validation study ranged between 0.74 and 0.84. In the current study the Cronbach Alpha value was α = 0.93 in both samples.



3.1.2.3 Primals inventory short form (PI-18)

Derived from the original Primals Inventory (PI-99), Clifton and Yaden (2021) developed a Primals Inventory short form (PI-18) as a parsimonious instrument to measure the higher-order world beliefs represented by the dimensions Safe, Enticing, and Alive. Together, the combined score illustrates how Good or Bad the participants consider the world to be. Six items cover the belief in a safe or dangerous world, with three describing the world’s goodness and safety, and three expressing its danger and potential worsening in the future. Seven items describe how enticing or dull the world is, with four portraying its beauty, fascination, and abundance, and three illustrating its boredom and monotony. Whether the world is perceived as alive or mechanistic is assessed with five items expressing how purposeful it is (with one negatively worded item). The assessment was done using a 6-point Likert scale ranging between 0 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). Reliability scores in the English validation study achieved values of α = 0.88 for Good, α = 0.83 for Safe, α = 0.83 for Enticing, and α = 0.85 for Alive. In the current study the internal consistency scores in the French/Italian samples were as follows: the internal consistency scores for Good were α = 0.84/0.82, for Safe α = 0.84/0.82, for Enticing α = 0.80/0.78, and for Alive α = 0.52/0.56.




3.1.3 Data analysis

The statistical analyses were performed with IBM SPSS and AMOS version 29.0 and completed in four steps:

Step 1: The psychometric properties and group invariance of the PHS, which is the main tool used to measure the general level of hope, had to be checked before the mean levels of hope between the two samples could be compared. We conducted the assessments using confirmatory factor analyses with maximum likelihood estimations, the Cronbach alpha indicator for internal consistency, and multigroup factor analyses with maximum likelihood estimations to verify group invariance.

Step 2: In the second step, mean values and standard deviations were calculated for all variables. The mean values of both samples were then compared via analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Step 3: Through Pearson partial bivariate correlations, the relationships between the hope variables and primal beliefs were calculated (after controlling for demographic variables) and then compared via Fischer’s z-tests.

Step 4: Finally, multivariate hierarchical regressions were calculated to predict perceived hope in both samples separately. Following the research question, the purpose of the analysis is to identify whether basic beliefs about the world constitute an additional predictor beyond dispositional hope, resulting in higher R 2 scores of explained variance in perceived hope, and whether the effects could vary between the two samples. Comparing the effects of predictive power and explained variance between both groups can offer a possible explanation for the different score levels of perceived hope among the French- and Italian-speaking populations.



3.1.4 Results


3.1.4.1 Step 1: psychometric properties and group invariance of the PHS

The first step consisted of assessing the one-dimensionality of the PHS in the French and Italian samples separately via CFA. In both cases, all six items revealed significant and high loading estimates on the latent variable, between 0.69 and 0.90 in the French sample and between 0.70 and 0.92 in the Italian sample. The models in both samples displayed a good fit to the data [as recommended by Hu and Bentler (1999)], with Comparative Fix Indices (RFI) and Tucker-Lewis Indices (TLI) above 0.95 and root mean squares of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean square residuals (SRMR) equal to or below 0.08 (see Table 2). Furthermore, the six items of the PHS demonstrated high internal consistency with Cronbach Alpha values of α = 0.90 in the French sample and α = 0.92 in the Italian sample.



TABLE 2 Model fit and group invariance of the French and the Italian versions of the PHS.
[image: Table showing confirmatory factor analysis results for French and Italian Perceived Hope Scale (PHS). Includes chi-square (X²), degrees of freedom (df), CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR values. Group invariance measures are listed for configurational, metric, scalar, and strict invariance across various statistical indices.]

The multi-group CFA results are shown in Table 2, along with the fit indices of four models used to test strict, metric, and scalar invariance. We used the equal form as a baseline model, which provided a good fit to the data, suggesting reasonable support for configurational invariance across both groups. Likewise, all indices comparing the further models with the baseline model were under the threshold values recommended by the literature (Chen, 2007, CFI and TLI > -0.01, RMSEA and SRMR <0.015). This indicates that the PHS demonstrated a strong invariance among the French- and Italian-speaking populations, allowing for a comparison of the PHS scores between the two samples. This makes them suitable for further examination in relation to other constructs.



3.1.4.2 Step 2: descriptive statistics and mean scores comparisons

Table 3 displays the mean values and standard deviations of the six variables included in the analysis. The first finding is that people in both samples revealed moderate levels of perceived hope and slightly higher levels of dispositional hope. Participants in the Italian sample reported significantly higher levels of perceived and dispositional hope than people in the French sample. Furthermore, mean values of the primal beliefs were also moderate, with similar scores between samples in the dimensions Good and Safe, and slightly higher scores in the Italian sample in the dimensions Enticing and Alive.



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and mean scores comparisons.
[image: Table showing means, standard deviations, and ANOVA results for French and Italian participants across various factors. Factors include perceived hope, dispositional hope, primal-good, primal-safe, primal-enticing, and primal-alive. ANOVA F values and p-values highlight significant differences, especially in dispositional hope and primal-alive, with p-values less than 0.001.]

This means that the Italian participants tend to perceive the future more hopefully, both in general terms as well as with regard to their personal goals, and that they also envision the world as being somewhat more interesting, abundant, improvable, and at the same time less mechanistic or distant.



3.1.4.3 Step 3: partial bivariate correlations

The partial bivariate correlation scores between primal beliefs and perceived and dispositional hope, along with Fischer’s correlation comparison effects (z), are represented in Table 4. Basically, all correlation values are significant and of moderate to higher magnitude. In both samples, the correlation coefficients of the primal beliefs with the PHS are higher than those with the ADHS, which means that the primal beliefs are more strongly related to the broader perception of general hope than with the willpower and personal capacity directed to achieving one’s own goals. In the French sample, the correlation score between the PHS and the ADHS is significantly higher than in the Italian sample. Furthermore, while the Italian sample shows a stronger relationship between the primal dimension Safe and the PHS (statistically not significant), the French sample exhibits a larger magnitude relationship between the primal dimension Enticing and the PHS. In terms of dispositional hope, the French sample displays higher correlation scores with the general primal Good and, more specifically, with the primal dimension Enticing than the Italian sample.



TABLE 4 Partial bivariate correlations and Fischer’s correlation comparisons.
[image: Table comparing perceived hope and dispositional hope between French and Italian samples. It shows correlations and significance levels for various factors like Primal-Good, Primal-Safe, Primal-Enticing, and Primal-Alive. Significant correlations are denoted by asterisks, with significance at the 0.01 level. Control variables include gender, age, family status, children, education, main activity, and professional status.]

In summary, the French-speaking population associates hope more strongly with an individual’s agency and ability to achieve personal goals, along with their perception of the world as an interesting, improvable, and abundant place. On the other hand, for the Italian-speaking population, the belief in the world as safe, cooperative, and stable has a stronger connection to their general perception of hope than for their French-speaking counterparts. Furthermore, the individual capacity to achieve one’s own goals is more strongly related to the belief in an enticing (interesting, abundant, meaningful) world.



3.1.4.4 Step 4: multivariate hierarchical regression analyses

Before presenting the results of the regression analyses, it is worth reporting that all variables were tested for collinearity. All variance inflation factors (VIF) were far away from indicating any collinearity (VIF between 1.26 and 1.65 and tolerance between 0.61 and 0.79).

In the first multivariate hierarchical regression analyses, the demographic variables were entered in the first equation, and subsequently, the three primal dimensions were added in step 2. The results in Table 5 demonstrate that in both samples all models were significant and that the three primal factors explain 30.1% of the variance of the PHS in the French sample and 27.8% in the Italian sample.



TABLE 5 Regression models with demographics and primals.
[image: Table showing the dependent variable "Perceived hope (PHS)" with two models: demographics and demographics plus primals, for French and Italian groups. Model 1 for both languages shows an adjusted R-squared of 0.052. Model 2 shows higher adjusted R-squared values: 0.353 for French and 0.330 for Italian. All significance values are less than 0.001.]

In regard to the detailed indicators in Model 2, the primal Enticing was the strongest predictor of the PHS in the French sample (followed by Alive and Safe), whereas Alive and Safe, followed by Enticing, were the strongest predictors in the Italian sample (Table 6).



TABLE 6 Multivariate hierarchical regression analyses with primal dimensions.
[image: Table showing regression analysis results for perceived hope (PHS) among French and Italian participants. It includes two steps: demographics and primals. Demographics cover variables like gender, age, and education with standard beta (Std. β), t-values, and significance (Sig.). Primals include Primal-Safe, Primal-Enticing, and Primal-Alive. Significance is noted by p-values, with a focus on differences between French and Italian groups. Model significance is p < 0.001.]

In the second round of regression analyses, the demographic variables were entered in step 1, followed by the ADHS in step 2, and the global primal Good in step 3. Results in Table 7 express that all models were significant in both samples. Dispositional hope (ADHS) explains 41% of the perceived hope’s (PHS) variance in the French group and 30.1% in the Italian group. In addition, the general primal belief Good explains 6.3% in the French and 11.1% of the PHS’s variance beyond the ADHS.



TABLE 7 Multivariate hierarchical regression models with demographics, ADHS, and primal.
[image: Table showing perceived hope (PHS) as the dependent variable across French and Italian samples. For both, three models are listed: Model 1 (Demographics), Model 2 (Demographics + ADHS), and Model 3 (Demographics + ADHS + Primal-Good). French Model 3 shows an adjusted R-squared of 0.525 with a significance level of less than 0.001. Italian Model 3 has an adjusted R-squared of 0.464, also significant at less than 0.001.]

Table 8 presents the detailed effect sizes of the single variables predicting perceived hope in Model 3. The effect of the individual goal oriented dispositional hope on the broader concept of perceived hope is stronger in the French sample than in the Italian one. On the other hand, the effect of the primary belief Good on perceived hope is more accentuated in the Italian sample than in the French sample.



TABLE 8 Multivariate hierarchical regression analyses with dispositional hope and the overall primal “Good.”
[image: Table showing the impact of demographics, dispositional hope, and primal-good on perceived hope (PHS) for French and Italian populations. Key metrics include standardized beta (Std. β), t-values (t), and significance (Sig). In both groups, dispositional hope and primal-good show significant positive effects on perceived hope, indicated by high t-values and significance levels of less than 0.001. Among demographics, age shows significance in the French group while none display significance in the Italian group.]




3.1.5 Discussion study 1

These results indicate that the broader perception of hope is significantly related to both self-assessed willpower and the ability to achieve one’s own personal goals, as well as to the belief in the goodness of the world. Interestingly, in their effects on perceived hope, in the French group the effect size of the personal disposition is higher than in the Italian group, whereas in the Italian group the effect size of the primal belief Good is considerably stronger than in the French sample. This could be a possible explanation for why the Italian population reported having higher levels of perceived hope.




3.2 Study 2


3.2.1 Objectives, procedure, and participants

The purpose of the second study is to examine the role of basic beliefs about the world and oneself as conceptualized and operationalized by Janoff-Bulman (1989, 1992) with regard to the perceived levels of hope in two other samples of French- and Italian-speaking people in Switzerland.

Data was collected through the annual online survey of the Hope Barometer in November 2023. Participants were recruited through newspapers via online advertisement, social media, and e-mails. No incentives were offered. The inclusion criterion was a minimum age of 18. The samples are not strictly representative of the demographic distribution of the Swiss population in the French and Italian regions, but include a high variety of people of different ages, education levels, family status, occupation and professional level. 1,458 participants (70.6%) answered the French questionnaire and 606 (29.4%) answered the Italian questionnaire. Table 9 presents the demographic structure of the two samples. Due to a lack of completely equal demographic distribution, all demographic attributes will be used as control variables in the analytical statistics.



TABLE 9 Demographic structure of the samples.
[image: A table comparing demographics and characteristics of French and Italian samples. Categories include gender, education, family status, children, main occupation, and professional status, with percentages provided for each. The total sample size is 2,064, with an average age of approximately 52 years. Key points include nearly equal gender distribution, a high percentage with vocational training, and most individuals either employed full-time or having children.]



3.2.2 Measures

The measures included in this study are the PHS as described in Study 1 (see section 3.1.2) and the World Assumptions Scale (WAS).


3.2.2.1 World assumptions scale (WAS)

The WAS, developed by Janoff-Bulman (1989), consists of 32 items describing basic assumptions about the world and oneself. Such assumptions correspond to three basic categories and eight dimensions: (1) assumptions about the goodness of the world and of people (which are merged into one indicator as recommended by Elklit et al., 2007); (2) assumptions about the meaningfulness of what is happening in this world, including the dimensions justice, controllability of the world, and randomness; and (3) assumptions about oneself, comprising self-worth, self-control, and luck. Participants were asked to respond to the items on a 6-point Likert scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In the current study, the internal consistency scores of the seven dimensions in the French and Italian samples were just acceptable to good: Benevolence α = 0.85 and 0.86, Justice α = 0.67 and 0.47, Controllability of the World α = 0.72 and 0.76, Randomness α = 0.69 and 0.57, Self-worth α = 0.75 and 0.76, Self-control α = 0.67 and 0.61, and Luck α = 0.88 in both samples.




3.2.3 Data analysis

As in Study 1, the statistical analyses were performed with IBM SPSS and AMOS version 29.0 and completed in four steps:

Step 1: First, the psychometric properties and group invariance of the PHS were evaluated by means of confirmatory factor analyses with maximum likelihood estimations to test the scale’s dimensionality, the Cronbach’s Alpha Indicator to check its internal consistency, and multigroup factor analyses also with maximum likelihood estimations to check invariance across the French and Italian samples.

Step 2: In the second step, mean values and standard deviations were calculated for all indicators. The mean values of both samples were then compared via analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Step 3: Through Pearson partial bivariate correlations, the relationships between Perceived Hope and the seven dimensions of the WAS were calculated (after controlling for demographic variables) and compared between groups via Fischer’s z-tests.

Step 4: Finally, multivariate hierarchical regressions were calculated to predict perceived hope in both samples separately. The purpose of the analysis is to identify whether, and in how far, the assumptions about the world and oneself predict the levels of perceived hope and to what extent the effects vary between the two samples.



3.2.4 Results


3.2.4.1 Step 1: psychometric properties and group invariance of the PHS

In order to replicate the evaluation done in Study 1, the first step consisted of assessing the one-dimensionality of the PHS in the French and Italian samples separately via CFA. Each of the six items showed moderate to high loading estimates on the latent variable, ranging from 0.72 to 0.90 in the French sample and from 0.67 to 0.90 in the Italian sample (all statistically significant). The models in both groups displayed a good fit to the data [as recommended by Hu and Bentler (1999)], with CFI and TLI above 0.95 and SRMR below 0.08 (see Table 10). The RMSEA slightly exceeded the recommended threshold value of 0.08. However, after correlating the residuals of items 4 (hope and quality of life) and 5 (hope for one’s life) the RMSEA improved to 0.066 in the French and 0.064 in the Italian sample. Furthermore, the six items of the PHS demonstrated high internal consistency with Cronbach Alpha values of α = 0.91 in both samples.



TABLE 10 Model fit and group invariance of the French and the Italian versions of the PHS.
[image: Table displaying confirmatory factor analysis and group invariance metrics for French and Italian Perceived Hope Scale (PHS). It includes indices: Chi-squared, degrees of freedom, CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR, with values for each type of invariance: configural, metric, scalar, and strict.]

The multi-group CFA results are shown in Table 10, along with the fit indices of four models used to test the different kinds of invariances. The equal form used as baseline model provided a good fit to the data, suggesting reasonable support for configurational invariance across both groups. Likewise, all indices comparing the further models with the baseline model were under the threshold values recommended by the literature (Chen, 2007, CFI and TLI > -0.01, RMSEA and SRMR <0.015). This means, as already shown in Study 1, that the PHS reveals strong invariance between the French and the Italian groups and that it is possible to compare the PHS scores between the two samples, making them also suitable for further examination in relation to the other variables.



3.2.4.2 Step 2: descriptive statistics and mean scores comparisons

Table 11 displays the mean values and standard deviations of the variables included in the analysis. Similarly to the results in Study 1, participants in both samples revealed moderate levels of perceived hope, with significantly higher levels in the Italian sample compared to the French sample. Furthermore, mean values of basic beliefs were also moderate, with higher scores in Self-worth and Self-control and lower scores in Justice, Benevolence, and Controllability of the World. Comparing both samples, the levels of Benevolence and Self-worth were similar, but the Italian participants scored higher in Justice, Controllability of the World, Self-Control (to a low extent) and particularly in the self-assessment of the degree of Luck in one’s life.



TABLE 11 Descriptive statistics and mean scores comparisons.
[image: Table showing means and standard deviations of various traits for French and Italian groups, including total averages. ANOVA results are listed with F values and p-values. Traits include perceived hope, benevolence, justice, controllability of the world, randomness, self-worth, self-control, and luck. Significant differences (p < 0.001) are noted in traits like perceived hope, justice, controllability of the world, self-control, and luck.]

In sum, as in Study 1, the Italian participants display higher levels of perceived hope. Furthermore, they consider the world to be more just and controllable, and they see themselves as having been luckier in life.



3.2.4.3 Step 3: partial bivariate correlations

The results in Table 12 display the partial bivariate correlation coefficients between the seven dimensions of basic beliefs and perceived hope as well as Fischer’s correlation comparison effects (z). Perceived hope correlates positively with all basic beliefs with the exception of randomness. The more people believe in a benevolent, just, and controllable world, as well as in themselves (in terms of self-worth and luck), and the less they believe in pure chance and unpredictability, the more hopeful they are. Comparing the correlation scores of both samples, nearly all effects were similar. Just the score between self-control and perceived hope is significantly higher in the French sample.



TABLE 12 Partial bivariate correlations and Fischer’s correlation comparisons.
[image: Table showing perceived hope correlations for French and Italian samples across various variables: benevolence, justice, controllability, randomness, self-worth, self-control, and luck. Correlations and confidence intervals are provided, with statistical significance indicated by asterisks. Correlation comparisons include z-scores and p-values. Significance is noted at the 0.01 level, considering control variables like gender, age, family status, children, education, main activity, and professional status.]



3.2.4.4 Step 4: multivariate hierarchical regression analyses

The statistical check performed in the multivariate regression analyses shows no cases of collinearity between the indicators (VIF between 1.11 and 1.70 and tolerance between 0.59 and 0.90).

All demographic variables were entered in the first step and the seven basic beliefs of the WAS were added in the equation in the second step. The results in Table 13 depict that all models were significant in both samples and that the basic beliefs explain 44.3% of the variance of the PHS in the French sample and 37.4% in the Italian sample.



TABLE 13 Regression models with demographics and basic beliefs.
[image: Table showing statistical data on perceived hope (PHS) with two models: Demographics and Demographics plus WAS. For French, Model 1 has an adjusted R-squared of 0.031 and significance less than 0.001. Model 2 shows an adjusted R-squared of 0.474 and significance less than 0.001. For Italian, Model 1 has an adjusted R-squared of 0.059 and significance less than 0.001. Model 2 shows an adjusted R-squared of 0.433 with the same significance.]

The detailed indicators in Model 2 reveal that three salient predictors of perceived hope are the belief in the Benevolence of the world, Self-worth, and the experience of having Luck in life (Table 14). Whereas the effects of Self-worth and Benevolence are slightly stronger in the French group, the effect of Luck is more pronounced in the Italian sample. Not or barely significant are the beliefs in the Controllability of the world and Self-control.



TABLE 14 Multivariate hierarchical regression analyses with basic beliefs.
[image: Table of regression analysis on perceived hope (PHS) for French and Italian groups, showing demographics and basic beliefs. Variables include gender, age, education, benevolence, justice, and self-worth. Includes standardized beta, t-values, and significance levels. Notable data: Education negatively significant for French; Benevolence highly positive for both groups.]




3.2.5 Discussion study 2

This study’s main findings indicate that the perception of hope primarily stems from a fundamental belief in the benevolence of people and the world, like the findings of Study 1, as well as a self-assessment of self-worth and luck, rather than a sense of control over the world and one’s own life. Whereas the beliefs of Benevolence and Self-worth are of similar magnitude in the French and the Italian population, people in the Italian group display significantly higher levels of Luck. This could potentially explain the higher levels of hope among the Swiss-Italian population.





4 General discussion

The purpose of this paper was to investigate the nature and role of basic beliefs about the world and oneself that could foster people’s ability to hope in a broader sense, taking special consideration of different cultural backgrounds. According to the definition outlined in the introductory section, the general perception of hope rests on the belief of the possibility, although not probability, that a certain desired good can be attained and the trust in the availability of personal or external resources to overcome difficulties and setbacks (Krafft et al., 2023c). The research question here is: What empowers people to believe that what they hope for can become true? What kind of beliefs sustain people’s general hope? Although basic beliefs are rooted in experiences, they are not necessarily anchored in facts but rather in more generalized assumptions about the world and oneself (Janoff-Bulman, 1992). These worldviews are shaped by cultural norms and values and affect how people think, feel, and act, how they look toward the future, and what kind of wishes, goals, and hopes they consider worthwhile to pursue (Nilsson, 2013, 2014). People in different cultures and contexts may sustain their hope through different basic beliefs. This means that hope could be considered a universal, complex, multifaceted, and at the same time cultural and individual phenomenon (Averill et al., 1990).

The research goal was to investigate whether the culturally shaped basic beliefs of people in two different Swiss regions could have a distinct connection with the levels of perceived hope in their population. The first study aimed to evaluate the role of primal beliefs, as conceptualized and operationalized by Clifton and Yaden (2021), supplemented by the assessment about one’s individual capacity to achieve goals (agency) and overcome difficulties (pathways) as defined by Snyder (2002). In the second study, the role of basic assumptions with regard to the world and oneself as defined and operationalized by Janoff-Bulman (1989, 1992) was assessed.

The first finding was that the general experience of hope as measured by the PHS seems to be conceptualized in a similar way across the French- and the Italian-speaking Swiss population. The French and Italian PHS are reliable instruments to measure perceived hope in a broader sense. Consequently, we could compare the levels of perceived hope and could analyze the correlates and predictors of hope in both samples.

In general terms, one fundamental result is that primal basic beliefs are more strongly related to the broader perception of general hope (PHS) than with the willpower and personal capacity directed to achieving one’s own goals (ADHS). Certainly, the broader perception of hope is significantly related to the self-assessed willpower and ability to achieve one’s own personal goals. However, the belief in the goodness of the world adds significantly to the statistical explanation of the level of perceived hope (PHS). The results in Study 2 confirmed that the more people believe in a benevolent, just, and controllable world and the more they believe in external instances (such as luck) and less in pure chance and unpredictability, the more hopeful they are.

The findings support the assumption that basic beliefs have a significant effect on the level of perceived hope, however with diverse magnitudes in different groups. Two distinct regions in Switzerland with the same economic and political environment but with different languages and cultural backgrounds exhibited significant differences in levels of hope and some basic beliefs. In both studies, the Italian population displayed significantly higher levels of hope, both as measured by the PHS, as well as the ADHS. Since the two population groups are very similar in terms of socio-economic conditions, it could be assumed that the differences in the level of hope might have cultural roots.

The Italian participants displayed higher levels of perceived hope, considering the world to be more just and controllable and themselves as having been luckier in life. Not only do they perceive the future more hopefully, but also envision the world to be more interesting, abundant, improvable, and at the same time less mechanistic or distant. Compared to the French group, the Italian-speaking participants believed more in an enticing and less mechanistic world (Study 1) and were considered to have been luckier in life (Study 2). Observing the predictive power on perceived hope, the French sample revealed a stronger effect of personal disposition to achieve goals than the Italian group. This means that the French-speaking population’s perception of hope is related to a greater extent to the individual’s agency and capacity to achieve personal goals. Instead, in the Italian group the effect size of the primal belief Good was considerably stronger than in the French sample. For the Italian-speaking population, the belief in the world as safe, cooperative, and stable has a stronger connection to the general perception of hope than for the French population. These could be possible explanations for why the Italian population reported higher levels of perceived hope.

These findings could suggest that, taking as an example the French-speaking population, the individualistic, cognitive, and internal locus of control could be predominant for the perception of hope as maintained by Snyder (2002), but that this self-centered attitude is sometimes not sufficient to foster higher levels of hope. Without diminishing the importance of self-confidence in terms of agency and pathways, hope, in a broader sense, is much more than just the belief in the individual capacity to achieve one’s own goals. Strong beliefs in the benevolence, justice, abundance, beauty, and livelihood of the world, as well as a sense of luck and self-worth seem to be additional features or sources of hope. Particularly the awareness of having been a lucky person demonstrates that not everything is in our hands and that sometimes we can also trust life (or a Higher Power) in the realization of one’s own hopes.

Several researchers in psychology have already integrated personal and cultural beliefs in the study of hope (Averill et al., 1990; Averill and Sundararajan, 2005; Scioli and Biller, 2009; Tennen et al., 2002). The current studies back the assumption that hope, in a broader sense, is connected to beliefs people might have regarding themselves and the world. The concept of hope presented in this contribution has the advantage to incorporate at a general level of abstraction the notion of belief, and at the same time to address the individual and cultural roots and elements of hope. As in previous research (Krafft et al., 2023b), this study evaluates whether levels of hope vary across cultural groups and examines which basic beliefs could be identified as possible determinants of hope. The findings endorse the idea that how people might hope must be understood in the context of the culture in which the phenomenon is embedded. The question is, what empowers people in certain cultures to believe and hope? What kind of beliefs sustain people’s general hope? Further research could evaluate to what extent certain beliefs could be related to hope in other countries and societies.

The current findings also hold relevant implications for therapists, counselors and practitioners in general. In order to foster hope with regard to one’s own future as well as to the general future of society, practitioners must focus not only on the views of people about their own capabilities, but pay attention to the relationship between the individual and the perception of his/her immediate and broader environment. Interventions directed to improve the mental health and wellbeing of the population might acknowledge the basic and sometimes implicit beliefs people sustain about themselves and the larger environment and their relationship to hope.



5 Limitations

The studies in this paper have a number of limitations, which are necessary to address. The cross-sectional design of the research does not allow any conclusions about causalities. Although the demographic structures of the samples are largely heterogeneous, they are not representative of the Swiss population. The participants have been recruited via online platforms, which for some people makes participation more difficult, e.g., for the elderly. Therefore, in order to avoid overgeneralizations about cultural differences, the results of the present studies do not allow to extrapolate cultural norms of the French and Italian speaking populations in Switzerland. Furthermore, it was not the aim of the present studies to perform an ethnographic analysis of cultural differences (e.g., in terms of values) of these two population groups. A limitation already mentioned is the unequal sample sizes, the dissimilar demographic structures, and the lack of representativeness across samples. A further limitation is the internal consistency of some subscales, which was barely acceptable. To avoid potential biases and measurement errors we mainly focused the interpretation on those variables with good internal consistency.



6 Conclusion

The findings in this paper support the notion that cultural norms and basic beliefs have an important effect on perceived hope and that people in different cultural contexts sustain hope in different ways. At the same time, there are certain universal elements that foster hope, such as belief in the good and self-confidence (as measured by the ADHS). With regard to psychological theories of hope, these findings imply that it would be misleading to reduce the experience of perceived hope only to individualistic goal-oriented dimensions and to ignore other sources of hope. The concept of hope supported in this paper has the advantage of incorporating, at a general level of abstraction, many dimensions, and at the same time, addressing the individual and cultural roots of hope. Further research could determine if similar patterns emerge in other countries and which cultural characteristics appear in those societies. In addition, much more research is needed to fully understand specific cultural norms, practices, and beliefs in relation to hope.
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Introduction: A workshop for adolescents was derived from an interdisciplinary model of hope. The workshop was created for delivery by professionals or lay helpers and is structured around the needs for attachment, survival, mastery, and spirituality.
Methods: Adolescents, 13 to 17 years of age, received a five-week group intervention led by pairs of advanced psychology students. Hope, depression, anxiety, coping, and self-acceptance were assessed before and after the intervention. A delayed waitlist control group, matched for age, received identical outcome measures, also five-weeks apart. Group membership was randomly assigned.
Results: More than three-quarters of the participants found the more left-brain writing exercises helpful, and nearly 85% rated the more right-brain reflections and meditative exercises favorably. Significant increases in hope as well as greater utilization of social coping methods and self-acceptance were found for the treatment group but not controls. Group participants (but not controls) also reported a significant reduction in depression. Anxiety levels were not impacted. Secondary analysis suggested that participant engagement and socioeconomic status may play a role in moderating the efficacy of this intervention.
Discussion: This relatively low-cost intervention offers new hope for counteracting the global increase in youth despair. The effect sizes obtained in this study compare favorably with outcome data for cognitive-behavioral treatments and a few available agency-centered hope interventions. There is a potential for broad impact via the implementation of an accessible training program as well as online deliveries in either synchronous or asynchronous modes.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical juncture in the lifecycle, a time of accelerated physical, emotional, and social development. These changes can be stressful, leading to upheavals in perceived control, relationships, and self-regulation, as well as questions about identity and purpose (Holder and Blaustein, 2014; Petito and Cummins, 2000; McAdams and McLean, 2013). For these reasons, adolescence is also a time when significant mental health problems may emerge.


Adolescent depression and suicide

While full-blown depressive states are uncommon in pre-pubescent children, rates of this disorder rise sharply in the teen years. In adolescence, the rate of depression is three to five times higher as compared to the childhood years (NIMH, 2014b) and nearly doubles between the ages of 12 and 13 (NIMH, 2014a). In 2015, more than three million teens between 12 and 17 reported at least one episode of major depression. In the same year, suicide was the third leading cause of death for individuals 10 to 14 years of age (NIH, 2015).



Common factors in depression and suicide

At the psychological level, depression and suicide have been associated with disturbances in four domains of functioning: perceived control, attachment, self-regulation, and existential-spiritual concerns.


Perceived control and mastery

Depression can follow from experiences of helplessness and lack of control (Abramson et al., 1978). Weisz et al. (2001) compared factors related to depressive symptoms in children and teens and found that lack of perceived competence was the strongest predictor of depression in the older group. Quiroga et al. (2013) reported that self-perceptions of academic competence mediated the relationship between depressive symptoms in the 7th grade and eventual school dropout. Li et al. (2016) studied more than 1,500 Chinese adolescents. Suicidal ideation and attempts were correlated with over-control by parents. Auerbach et al. (2015) compared depressed adolescent suicide ideators and attempters. Attempters were more likely to demonstrate disrupted goal behavior, opting out of higher value but more effortful tasks in the face of uncertainty.



Attachment

Data from a National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) study demonstrated that an increase in loneliness reported in middle childhood is predictive of depression in adolescence (Jones et al., 2011). Kouros and Garber (2014) reviewed evidence that inconsistent or harsh discipline, parental over-control, higher levels of family conflict, and lower levels of family cohesion may foster higher levels of adolescent depressive symptoms. Horton et al. (2016) identified feelings of thwarted belonging and perceived burdensomeness in a clinical sample of adolescents with suicidal ideation. Venta et al. (2017) found that low maternal trust moderated the relationship between depressive symptoms and suicide attempts.



Self-regulation

Compas et al. (2004) linked temperamental factors, including autonomic reactivity, to the generation of adolescent depression. In middle adolescents, an inability to handle negative emotions and to express positive emotions was predictive of depression concurrently and longitudinally (Caprara et al., 2010). Cairns et al. (2014) reviewed 113 studies on adolescent depression and discovered several self-regulatory risk factors, including negative coping strategies, poor diet, and decreased sleep. A review of completed adolescent suicides by Hoberman (1989) revealed deficits in affect and impulse management as well as poor problem-solving skills.



Spiritual and existential beliefs

Spiritual beliefs, religious involvement, or perceived support from a religious or spiritual community, may have a buffering effect on mental health, and may result in fewer symptoms of depression (e.g., Kim and Esquivel, 2011; Barton et al., 2013). Dew et al. (2010) controlled for initial depression, perceived social support and substance use in 145 adolescents, 12–18 years of age, and found that loss of faith remained an important predictor of depressive symptoms after 6 months. Reynolds et al. (2014) studied teens with diabetes or cystic fibrosis. In both groups, positive spiritual coping predicted fewer symptoms of depression over time. Among a sample of more than 1,000 Malaysian adolescents, those high in hopelessness and depression who reported being more spiritual, exhibited less suicidal behavior than those low in spirituality (Talib and Abdollahi, 2017). In Jewish adolescents, higher levels of religiosity are associated with fewer self-injurious thoughts and behaviors (Amit et al., 2014).




Beyond CBT: improving interventions for diseases of despair in youth

For more than a half-century, investigators have pointed to hopelessness as a critical factor in the development of depression and the emergence of suicidal tendencies (Abramson et al., 1990; Franklin et al., 2017; Kazdin et al., 1986; Menninger, 1959). Hawton et al. (2013) reviewed 28 publications dealing with suicide and found that hopelessness doubled the odds of a self-induced death. Some progress is acknowledged in treating adult hopelessness using CBT-oriented programs (cognitive-behavioral therapy). For example, Gallagher et al. (2020) reported a moderate effect size of 0.65 from baseline to post-treatment for changes in hope, defined in terms of Snyder et al.’s (1991) “wills and ways” goal-expectancy model. Jiang et al. (2018) reviewed a Making Hope Happen (MHH) intervention as well as a “Building Hope for the Future” program (BHF), both based on the Snyder et al. model. While “significant increases” in self-reported cognitive-agentic hope were suggested, no effect sizes were provided. A separate search for data on each intervention revealed only two empirical studies. Buchanan (2008) implemented the MHH program with a sample of special education students and found no significant differences in hope scores, pre-to post-. Marques et al. (2011) reported an effect size of 0.92 in one BHF trial. Notwithstanding the most promising assumptions about these programs, the findings only provide support for a protocol that addresses a narrower conception of hope in terms of agency expectations. It is unclear whether changes in this reduced hope can produce downstream changes in youth depression, anxiety, or other derivatives of hopelessness.

Beyond hope-based protocols, reviews of the adolescent treatment literature reveal modest effects, including interventions based on CBT, with a mean effect size of 0.46 (Weisz et al., 2017). The data on treatment of youth depression, a disorder closely related to hope, shows even smaller effects. Weisz et al. found a mean effect size of 0.29 for all treatments of youth depression. To complicate matters, a review by Ng et al. (2020) revealed that only 83% of “candidate mediators” (potentially contributing factors), embedded within the youth psychotherapy literature, including CBT studies, were subjected to analysis, including treatment alliance, family functioning, group membership (attachment), or problem-solving shifts (coping/survival).

In summary, there are few youth interventions targeting hopelessness and overall, the effect sizes for youth psychotherapy are quite modest. There is a limited database of intervention studies highlighting the cognitive, goal expectancy model of Snyder et al. (1991). Taken together, these modest findings are not surprising, given that a greater constellation of factors are implicated in youth despair beyond agency or mastery, including attachment disruptions (Stoddard et al., 2011), hormonal-related coping/emotional dysregulation challenges (Ho et al., 2022), and emerging spiritual individuation (Miller and Barton, 2015).

A broader approach to hope is needed to generate more effective treatments for despair in youth. The predominant psychological approaches to hope and hopelessness have emphasized a cognitive-goal-expectancy perspective (e.g., Gallagher et al., 2020; Mowrer, 1960; Stotland, 1969; Snyder et al., 1991). Going further, cognitive-behavioral approaches to hope are rooted in Western concepts of mastery (perceived control) and an emphasis on personal agency (Mowrer, 1960; Snyder et al., 1991; Stotland, 1969). These goal-oriented approaches overshadow classic psychodynamic writings on the topic which highlight the importance of trust, connection, and mergers with powerful others (Erikson, 1950; Kohut, 1971; Pruyser, 1986) as well as the work of clinical psychologists and stress researchers on the self-regulatory aspects of hope (Breznitz, 1986; Folkman, 2010). Beyond psychology, theologians and philosophers associate hope with transcendent motives and perceived sacred relationships (May, 1975; Marcel, 1962; Moltmann, 1993; Tillich, 1952).



Fundamental hope: hopefulness

The literature on hope encompasses both processes (hoping) and character (hopefulness). In the psychodynamic and philosophical literature, the latter is emphasized and labeled “basic” or “fundamental” hope (Erikson, 1950; Marcel, 1962). Nursing and psychology tend to focus on the former, what Marcel (1962) labeled “ultimate hope” (e.g., a hope for recovery or career achievement). The research on depression and suicide points to a combination of trait and state factors (Daniel et al., 2017; Klonsky and May, 2015). In short, we can presume that disruptions in either fundamental or ultimate hope may compromise health. Nevertheless, for philosophical and practical reasons, the focus of our lab, and the research we describe in this study, is on basic or fundamental hope.

We presume that fundamental hope develops before the appearance of ultimate hopes. Fundamental hope is more likely to precipitate, or influence waxing and waning ultimate hopes. Moreover, even in the presence of extraordinary life changes, dispositional factors such as fundamental hope may affect the nature of emergent ultimate hopes (Scioli and Biller, 2009). Fundamental hope is an intriguing clinical target for preventive and developmentally focused research. For example, Larsen and Stege’s (2012) review of hope-related themes in counseling sessions suggest that goal attainment is typically a minor theme, eclipsed by client-therapist relationship building, identity development, and perspective change. Dubois and Beauvois (2005) found that self-sufficiency, self-anchoring, and internality, but not goals, rated high in desirability and utility, even in non-collectivist nations.

Scioli and Biller (2009, p. 30) define fundamental hope in the following manner:

 “Fundamental hope is a future-directed, four-channel emotion network … The four constituent channels involve the attachment, survival, mastery, and spiritual systems (or sub-networks). The hope network is designed to regulate these systems via both feed-forward (expansion) and feedback (maintenance) processes that generate a perceived probability of adequate presence and power as well as protection and liberation”.



Fundamental hope derives from basic needs as well as humanity’s capacities for memory, likelihood estimations, and prospective thinking (Rychlak, 1993; Seligman et al., 2016), in interaction with the inevitable vicissitudes of life (see Figure 1). These factors give rise to four dimensions of hopefulness. The attachment dimension of hopefulness encompasses trust, openness, and perceived connectedness (Erikson, 1950; Marcel, 1962). The survival aspect features liberation beliefs and self-regulative reality-negotiation strategies that include image-building (reality-construction) and evidence-gathering (reality surveillance) (Breznitz, 1986; Pruyser, 1986; Wright and Shontz, 1968). The mastery component reflects higher goals and ideals, empowerment beliefs, and collaborative action tendencies (Emmons, 1999; Lynch, 1965). The spiritual dimension is a by-product of inevitable shortcomings in addressing the attachment, mastery, and survival meta needs. Individual and cultural factors determine the level of investment in spiritually based experiences of presence, salvation, and/or empowerment.

[image: Flowchart depicting five elements of humanity's development. 1: Imperatives (Needs) including Attachment, Survival, Mastery. 2: Prospective Nature with De-Coupled Cognition, Information-Gathering, Computational Capacities, Self Awareness. 3: Human Limits showcasing Social & Alone, Resourceful & Vulnerable, Powerful & Limited. 4: Need for Spirituality with Presence, Salvation, Empowerment. 5: Evolving Disposition of Hopefulness grounded in Basic Hope, referencing Erikson (Psychology) and Marcel (Philosophy). Arrows illustrate progression and connection between these stages.]

FIGURE 1
 A chronological derivation of fundamental hope (trait hope or hopefulness).



Instilling fundamental hope: a whole-brain approach

Scioli et al. (2011) introduced a five-phase intervention targeting four dimensions of fundamental hope (see uploaded Supplementary file for further details). Two modules are devoted to attachment. The remaining three modules address mastery, survival/coping, and spirituality. Each module includes three types of activities: reflections and discussions (classic wisdom quotes); writing experiences (integrative psychosocial skill-builders); meditative–hypnotic exercises. An R-A-P method was used to facilitate discussion of the classic quotes (hope wisdom). What is the real meaning of the quote (larger message)? Why should we appreciate this idea (e.g., expert opinion, recognized genius, passed test of time)? What is the proof or evidence for this idea (e.g., logic, emotion, or data, i.e., a rational, mystic, or empirical way of knowing)? (Note: We also emphasize that “RAP” defines a style of music or frank speech and is a homonym of the word “wrap,” suggestive of the English idiom of “wrapping one’s mind around an idea.”) The skill-building exercises reflect cognitive-behavioral, humanistic, dynamic, or existential concepts as well as ideas culled from attachment theory. The concluding meditative practice consists of two parts, imagery to induce whole body relaxation (the meditative “vehicle”), and suggestions (the “intervention”) to reinforce hope lessons of the week (e.g., attachment hope or mastery hope).

The combination of techniques addresses the whole brain. Reflections on quotations, particularly philosophical concepts and metaphors impact the right and left-brain. The integrative exercises primarily engage the analytic left–brain. The meditative practices primarily engage the right brain but also the left–brain. More broadly, philosophical reflections and classic quotations establish mindsets and new ways of seeing the self, the world, and the future. Wittgenstein (1953/2009) described philosophy as a way of being and a way of seeing, touting the power of holding “pictures in the mind.” Research by Wiitala and Dansereau (2004) highlights the value of adding quotations to writing exercises to counter “closed loop thinking.” New ideas (mental pictures) break into a closed loop and generate fresh possibilities. The psychosocial exercises instill skillsets. The emphasis on writing (longhand) during both phases (quotes and skill builders) incorporates research on its role in deepening understanding and increasing retention and recall. Moreover, there is evidence that longhand writing engages the motor and sensorimotor areas of the brain (James, 2017; Mueller and Oppenheimer, 2014), increasing links between thought and future action tendencies. The meditation exercises consolidate hope lessons and instill hopefulness as a way of being.

The philosophical reflections (on quotations) include affirmations and life-lessons offered by thinkers from every age and wisdom tradition (e.g., Aristotle, Henry Ward Beecher, the Dakota and Seneca Indians, Yiddish proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Koran, Buddhist teachings, Gandhi, and Tolkien). Four examples follow, from the attachment, survival, mastery, and spiritual modules.


“There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots, the other, wings."—Henry Ward Beecher (Attributed, or Hodding Carter, 1953, p. 337)

“Life is like a game of cards. The hand that is dealt to you is chosen for you; the way you play it is chosen by you.”—Jawaharlal Nehru (Attributed)

“I was on the bank of a river … One of my teachers was on the side I was trying to reach … my mother and father were on my side. They started out with me … They went as far as they could go and mother turned and said to me—“My child, we have brought you as far as we can go … we must leave you and you must make it for yourself.”—Mary McLeod Bethune (in McCluskey and Smith, 2002).

“In the Middle Ages, a favorite image is the wheel of fortune … if you are attached to the rim of the wheel of fortune, you will be either above, going down, or at the bottom, coming up. But if you are at the hub, you are in the same place all the time … centered.”—Joseph Campbell (Campbell, 1991, p. 147)
 

Research on affirmations demonstrates their value in increasing self-awareness, implementing associated behaviors, fostering self-control, and regulating stress (Burson et al., 2012; Ferrer et al., 2012; Harris, 2011; Sherman, 2013). Encouraging philosophical reflections in teens is a more recent development. A successful program of using philosophy with 10 and 11-year-old pre-adolescents and aided by undergraduates, was conducted by Kaye and Thomson (2006) via the Carroll-Cleveland Philosophers Program. Cognitive-behavioral, humanistic, and meditative approaches are standard in psychotherapeutic practice with adolescents (Beck et al., 2012; Jayne and Ray, 2016; Thurman and Torsney, 2014; Webb et al., 2012). Existential approaches to treating adolescents are less common. Shumaker (2012) lists a variety of development factors in adolescence that portend a broader and deeper set of existential challenges, including: increased meta-cognitive abilities, greater introspection, awareness of contradictory elements of reality, reflections on matters of authenticity, qualitative changes in identity formation, and a fuller realization of one’s mortality.




A hope-centered workshop

The hope-centered workshop represents a theoretically integrated intervention (Norcross and Goldfried, 2005). Integration occurs both within modules (e.g., existential and dynamic exercises) and within individual exercises (e.g., CBT and humanistic elements).

The hope chest exercise in the attachment module offers a good example of integration. Teens receive scrolls for compiling a list of important people and possessions after considering specific criteria (safety and trustworthiness). This exercise borrows from Erikson’s psychosocial focus on basic trust, Joiner’s (2002) interpersonal theory of suicide, the writings of Rogers (1953, 1985) on acceptance and positive regard, and attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969).

The survival module targets perceived degrees of freedom (liberation beliefs) and ways of coping. A stretch-your-potential exercise draws on the writings of existential psychologist Rollo May (1975). Teens reflect on four “facts of life” (time and place of birth, genetics, culture, and unpredictable world events) as sources of strengths rather than limiting factors. This exercise also reflects creativity and coping research on the value of “binocular” perceptual processes (combined positive–negative information-processing) (Bion, 2004; Wright and Shontz, 1968; Folkman, 2010).

The options-for-coping exercise derives from the cognitive-behavioral formulations of Folkman and Lazarus (1988). Workshop leaders explain how spiders may rely on seven different types of webs to deal with diverse environmental challenges. Participants learn eight ways of coping and five ways of scanning their internal and external environment. They also evaluate the benefit and/or harm of each strategy in the context of a bullying scenario.

The mastery module incorporates the social and existential research on values by Rokeach (1973) and Kohut’s (1971) psychodynamic understanding of empowerment. A success formula is defined (values + strengths + role models + commitment = success). Selected Rokeach values highlight attachment, survival, and mastery commitments. Teens review valued outcomes in terms of strengths and weaknesses as well as role models and external obstacles.

The spiritual module enlarges the concept of spirituality to include nature, art, and science. A “spiritual type” questionnaire helps teens to identify whether they are an independent, follower, collaborator, mystic, or sufferer. This typology builds on the work of religious scholar Houston Smith (2006) and Fowler’s (1981) cognitive-developmental model of faith development. Teens evaluate their affinity for various nature, art, or science activities, in light of their spiritual types. They leave with a take-home handout on seven religions that includes tables for reading and music (left and right brain), divided by faith traditions, and six spiritual types.

The meditations that close each module begin with a standard progressive relaxation script (“waves of relaxation”), followed by concepts introduced during the week (module). Each module consists of two 45-min sessions. The entire workshop spans 5 weeks.


Previous pilot studies

The intervention was pilot tested four times, twice with youth in the US and Pakistan, a third time with early adolescents in Haiti and a fourth with middle adolescents in South Africa. A psychologist or career counselor led each group. Hope scores increased significantly from pre-to post-intervention, with an average effect size of 0.87. This magnitude of change compares favorably with those reported in meta–analysis of clinical trials of standard cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) or antidepressant drugs (TADS; Kratochvil et al., 2006; ADAPT: Wilkinson et al., 2009), as well as reviews by Klein et al. (2007) and Weisz et al. (2006). The qualitative feedback was positive…“This was a life changing experience” … “I started with a demoralizing mindset [but now] my mindset is very different and positive”… “The activities and exercise were interactive and well planned”… “This group helped me to understand my purpose”…“Extremely inspiring”… “I now want to be a messenger of hope for others.”




Focus of the present research: feasibility and efficacy

The pilot studies focused on a single outcome (hope) and did not include a control group. The leaders were professionals. In the present research, we added random assignment, a control group, a broader set of outcome targets, and utilized trained undergraduates to deliver the intervention (“hope providers”). The focus in year one was on feasibility, and in year two, efficacy.




Materials and methods for study 1: feasibility

In year one, the aim was to train students in a multidimensional model of hope, adolescent development, and the basics of effective workshop delivery. We anticipated that young adult paraprofessionals could assimilate an integrative theory of hope and engage with a translation of this model into an application.


Hope provider training

The training team consisted of a clinical psychologist with expertise in hope and two other collaborators from the Geisel School of Medicine at Dartmouth (an adolescent health research expert and an occupational therapist with expertise in conducting clinical trials). The hope providers were three male and one female undergraduate psychology students ranging in age from 20 to 26 (M = 21.75, SD = 2.87). We selected hope providers using a two-step process; faculty nominations, followed by individual interviews. We asked students for a three-year commitment.

We began training with 4 months of instruction in hope theory and the nature of adolescence (readings, written annotated summaries, discussion). We followed with 4 months on workshop delivery (reading, discussion, videotape role-plays, and focus groups with a mock set of participants). We ended year one with 4 months of training and practice on advanced statistical procedures and data analysis. To evaluate theoretical assimilation, the principal investigator (PI) read students’ written summaries of each training module and led follow-up discussions. To evaluate fidelity of delivery, the PI evaluated presentation videotapes and led a focus group with participants in the mock intervention (additional undergraduate volunteers). In year two, the hope providers delivered the intervention and received 90 min of supervision, twice a week (60 min before each session; 30 min after each session). The focus in year three was on data analysis, conference presentations, and manuscript development.

There are historical, practical, and theoretical reasons for advancing a multi-tiered approach to instilling hope (faculty to undergraduates to teens). Many psychology undergraduates aspire to work in an applied setting, pursue related coursework (e.g., counseling techniques), and even practicums. Secondly, the hope intervention is highly structured (manualized), making it accessible to lay providers. Thirdly, there is theoretical justification for a multi-generation distribution of hope provided by the work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) via his concept: the “zone of proximal development.” Faculty and other senior professionals can lead undergraduates through one proximal zone of hope-related growth. Descending one level on the developmental ladder, college students can lead adolescents through a more basic zone of hope-related growth. Adolescents may view undergraduates as embodiments of an upcoming phase of human development, what they can hope for in terms of attachment, mastery, survival, and spirituality in their “next life.” Successful examples of pairing undergraduate mentors with adolescent learners include the Ed. Portal Mentor Program (Harvard University, 2018) (mastery focus), the College and High-School Alliance Mentoring Program (University of the Redlands, 2016) (attachment and coping skills), and the Vision Youth Academy (University of Notre Dame, 2018) (spirituality).




Results study 1: feasibility


Theoretical assimilation

The students assimilated the hope model and related literature on adolescence with little difficulty. Two concepts required a more intensive review. Students (and the lay public) are more apt to focus on the verb form of hope (hoping). After some additional discussion, students became better versed in the concept of fundamental hope (hopefulness). The nature of spirituality also required additional discussion. For many students, spirituality equals “religion” or “god.” We stressed a broader, relational definition (self in relation to a sacred object or endeavor).



Application

All student leaders had experience working with children or teens. One was a volunteer for a Big Brothers–Big Sisters organization. Another had worked as a summer camp counselor. Two students had assisted in running therapeutic groups for teens. Careful selection of hope providers, coupled with previous experience, and ongoing supervision, resulted in very few challenges with respect to workshop delivery. The two areas that required some supervisory inputs were “boundaries” and “limit setting” (e.g., teen requests for social media contact with providers or acting-out behaviors during a workshop session).

We asked each pair of leaders to independently rate participants’ level of engagement in the group (1 = disengaged, 2 = weakly engaged, 3 = engaged, 4 = strongly engaged, 5 = very strongly engaged). The inter-rater reliability was 0.85. The mean engagement score was 3.60 (SD = 1.06). Leaders rated 27 of 31 participants (87.09%) as engaged, strongly engaged, or very strongly engaged.

We collected open-ended feedback responses from 30 of the 31 treatment participants (96.7%). Participants received simple instructions: “Use this blank form to give us some feedback about your experience in this group.” Two raters sorted the responses into nine categories. We summarize these responses in Table 1. More than 80% of the participants reported a positive emotional experience. Among those who highlighted learning, 70% mentioned new insights into the nature of factors that can generate hope. Among those who commented on the leaders, nearly 90% expressed a positive view. Participants also wrote favorably about the meditation exercises (83% positive). While fewer in number, references to student interaction, spirituality, and the introductory videos were more positive than negative. We received mixed feedback on the writing activities. The primary negative response was that they were challenging and required effort. One student reported a desire for a more relaxing physical environment.



TABLE 1 Participant feedback.
[image: Table displaying themes and their respective total, positive, negative, and neutral references. "Overall emotional experience" has the highest positive comments, while "Writing activities" has the most negative. "Room quality" has the fewest comments overall.]




Materials and methods for study 2: efficacy

The focus in year two was to assess the efficacy of the hope-centered workshop, specifically for adolescents with mild to moderate depression, delivered by young adult hope providers. We hypothesized that the treatment group but not the control group would demonstrate a significant increase in hope and self-acceptance, greater use of social coping strategies, as well as decreases in depression and anxiety.


Study design

We followed a randomized treatment and delayed-waitlist control design. We administered a pre-assessment battery to both groups. A five-week intervention was provided to the treatment group. Subsequently, we administered a post-assessment to both groups (See Figure 2). Three months after the post-test we assessed hope again in the treatment group.

[image: Flowchart depicting a study's participant progression. Initially, 86 were screened; 15 were excluded. Of 71 randomized, 40 joined the hope intervention and 31 entered the control group. First follow-up showed 8 from the intervention and 2 from the control lost. Analysis 1 had 31 and 29 participants, respectively. No second follow-up losses, with 31 analyzed in the hope group during Analysis 2.]

FIGURE 2
 CONSORT diagram for flow of participants through each stage of randomized trial.




Participants

Following study approval from the IRB (Institutional Review Board for ethical research), we recruited 86 participants from local and regional mental health centers as well as social media and newspapers. We described the group experience as a character-building intervention rather than formal therapy. If a participant demonstrated a worsening of depressive symptoms or the emergence of suicidal thoughts, the PI would contact the participant’s mental health provider or primary care physician. This exception to confidentiality was included in the consent form.


Eligibility criteria

We collected screening and outcome data online using Qualtrics. Participants provided an email address and received instructions for logging in with a confidential ID. We excluded teens with Child Depression Inventory (CDI) scores above 37 (severe) or who indicated, “I want to kill myself” (CDI Item 9, Score 2). We also excluded teens currently prescribed antipsychotic medications. The inclusion criteria included age (13 to 17 years), participant assent, and parental consent. One student was excluded and referred to his parents and healthcare provider due to medication dependence, severity of depression, and expressed suicidal desire. Another 14 students opted out of the treatment before assignment due to foreseeable scheduling conflicts. We randomly assigned 40 of the remaining 71 teens to an intervention group, and 31 to a wait-list control group. Participants received 10.00, 15.00, 20.00, and 25.00 gift cards for completing screenings, pre-group assessments, post-group assessments, and follow-up assessments.




Delivery of the workshop intervention

We conducted the workshops on Tuesdays and Thursdays for 5 weeks. The standard configuration was two hope providers (male and female) and six teen participants. Each meeting lasted 45 to 60 min and took place in the afternoon. On Tuesdays, leaders began with a short, 3 to 5-min video highlighting the hope theme of the week (e.g., attachment or survival). A writing and discussion session followed, using hope quotes selected for philosophical and metaphorical content (using the R-A-P method presented in a Socratic style). Leaders introduced integrative life-skills writing and discussion exercises in the second half of each Tuesday session, which continued through the first half of each Thursday session. The second half of every Thursday was set aside for a meditative-hypnotic exercise. Unlike hypnosis, we did not introduce a trance component. Relaxation imagery was followed by a hope theme suggestion. In total, we ran five groups.



Outcome measures


Fundamental hope

The Comprehensive Child and Adolescent Hope Scale (CCAHS; Scioli et al., 2016) was used to measure hope before and after the group. The CCAHS is 40 item, Likert-styled questionnaire (never = 0, sometimes =1, always = 2) with items covering the four dimensions of hope (attachment, survival, mastery, and spirituality). The questionnaire is internally reliable (Alpha = 0.95) and stable (three-month test–retest = 0.77). Hope total and sub scores correlate with theoretically linked constructs, including positive aspects of the self-concept (Piers-Harris Scales (PH); Piers and Herzberg, 2002). For example, PH Intellectual Self-Perception correlates with CCAHS Mastery Hope (r = 0.79); PH Popularity correlates with Attachment Hope (r = 0.64); and PH Freedom from Anxiety correlates with Survival Hope (r = 0.58) (all p < 0.05). Higher hope scores also correlate with parental reports of less anxiety and depression on the widely used Child-Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach and Rescorla, 2000).



Depression

The Child Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1985) is the most widely used measure of depressive symptomatology for children and adolescents ages 7 to 17. Internal consistency reliability values are strong (alpha values = 0.80 to 88). The CDI has good face validity, covering 8 DSM depression categories. CDI scores correlate with measures of anxiety and self-esteem in expected directions.



Anxiety

We assessed anxiety with the short form of the revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (RCMAS II; Reynolds and Richards, 2008). The RCMAS II short form is a ten-item, yes-no formatted questionnaire to measure anxiety in children 6 to 19 years. Factor analysis has confirmed a one-factor structure (Lowe, 2015). RCMAS scores correlate with other standard measures of anxiety and in one study, higher scores were predictive of viewing ambiguous stimuli as threatening. The short form provides a measure of chronic, manifest anxiety. In the present sample, the alpha value was 0.76.



Coping

We created a social coping measure by combining three items from the Adolescent Coping Orientation for Problem Experiences (ACOPE; Patterson and McCubbin, 1987) with two new items. The ACOPE is a self-report, Likert-style questionnaire for adolescents to indicate their use of specific coping behaviors (Never (1) to Most of the time (5)). There are multiple subscales including humor, avoidance, and social support. Scale Alpha values range from 0.06 to 0.75. (Mean = 0.53). We created a more theoretically relevant coping scale entitled “hope provider recruitment” by summing the five items (below). The alpha for this scale was 0.59.

	1. Talk to a friend about how you feel (ACOPE 52): Attachment.
	2. Be with a boyfriend or girlfriend (ACOPE 16): Attachment.
	3. Let off steam by complaining to friends (ACOPE 22): Attachment-Self-Regulation.
	4. Reach out to a good problem solver (New): Attachment-Survival.
	5. Imagine what a hero or role model would do (New): Spiritual-Inspiration.



Self-acceptance

The Ryff and Keyes (1995) measure of Self-Acceptance is a subscale from their omnibus measure of subjective wellbeing (SWB). The measure consists of nine items, scored via a Likert Scale (1 = strong disagreement to 6 = strong agreement) (Alpha = 0.93). Self-acceptance scores correlate with measures of positive affect, life satisfaction, and lower depression (Ryff and Keyes, 1995) as well as extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness (Schmutte and Ryff, 1997). We selected self-acceptance as our measure of wellbeing for several reasons; empirically, it is the SWB scale with the strongest inverse correlation with depression and has the highest positive correlation with positive affect and life satisfaction (Ryff and Keyes, 1995). Moreover, self-acceptance is critical in the teen years and may serve as a buffer in individuals who self-identity as socially disadvantaged in one or more domains (e.g., status or popularity) (McElhaney et al., 2008).





Results: study 2: efficacy


Preliminary analysis 1: retention and comparability of study groups

Within the control group, 31 of the 40 teens were retained through completion of the study. One student was removed due to inappropriate behavior. Another 8 students dropped out, citing unanticipated scheduling conflicts, family relocation, or “lack of interest.” A comparison between the controls and dropouts should not be overinterpreted given the small number of the latter. However, the participants who dropped out did report lower initial (pre-) hope scores (t (34) = 2.58, p < 0.05). There were no significant differences in age, initial depression scores or family SES levels (all p > 0.05).

The ages were comparable for intervention and wait-list controls (Treatment age = 15.39, SD = 1.06; Control age = 15.88, SD = 1.04; t (58) = 1.78, p > 0.05). A higher percentage of males enrolled as controls (Treatment: males 11/31 (35%), females 20/31 (65%); Controls: males 14/27 (52%), females: 13/27 (48%)). (Two control participants reported “other” for gender). The difference in proportions was not significant (X2 (2) = 3.78, p > 0.05).



Preliminary analysis 2: pre-intervention correlates of fundamental hope

Within the intervention group, neither age nor family SES were correlated with hope (r = 0.17 and 0.16, respectively, p > 0.05). Male and female hope scores were comparable at baseline (Males = 79.97, SD = 6.11; Females = 80.49, SD = 7.64; t (29) = 0.20, p = 0.85). We also obtained pre-intervention data regarding grades and academic effort (items from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016)). Using a more goal–oriented measure of hope, Snyder et al. (1991) found that hope correlated with college achievement. We asked the following questions. During the past year, how would you describe your grades in school? The response choices range from A (Mostly A’s) to E. (Mostly F’s). During the past year, how much effort did you make in school to do your best? The response choices range from A (100 percent) to F (10 Percent). Hope scores were positively related to both self-reported grades and academic effort (r = 0.43, p = 0.04; r = 0.45, p = 0.03, respectively).



Primary analysis: assessment of five outcomes

We conducted a series of mixed ANOVA’s (condition × time) for each of the five outcomes. We could not evenly divide the samples in either group by middle or late adolescence, and instead inserted age as a covariate. For gender, we excluded the two non-binary participants. Three of the five interactions were significant (Hope, F (1,57) = 7.25, p = 0.01; Depression, F (1, 57) = 5.88, p = 0.02; Self-Acceptance, F (1,57) = 4.09, p = 0.04). For Anxiety and Coping, the interactions were not significant (Anxiety, F (1,57) = 0.76, p = 0.39; Coping, F (1,54) = 0.09, p = 0.76). The simple effects tests appear in Table 2. Hope and Self-Acceptance increased significantly in the treatment group but not the control group. Depression showed a significant decrease in the treatment group but not the control group. For anxiety and coping, we followed the recommendations of Wei et al. (2012) for assessing the means of non-interacting factors by successive examination of all potential differences across conditions and time to confirm only a simple effect. As shown in Table 2, for anxiety, neither group showed a significant change over time. However, the coping simple effect was significant for the treatment group but not the control condition.



TABLE 2 Intervention impact on hope, depression, anxiety, coping, and self-acceptance.
[image: Table comparing treatment and control groups on various psychological measures pre- and post-treatment. It presents mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) for hope, depression, anxiety, coping, and self-acceptance. Measures of change, T-scores, p-values, and effect sizes are listed. Treatment group shows significant improvement in hope, depression, and self-acceptance with notable effect sizes, while the control group shows minimal change.]

We also examined the outcomes within the treatment group for each of the four dimensions of hope. Significant increases were found for three of the four subscales (Attachment Hope, t (30) = 2.91, p < 0.01, es = 0.42; Survival Hope, t (30) = 4.92, p < 0.01, es = 0.91; Mastery Hope, t (30) = 2.42, p < 0.05, es = 0.44). Spiritual Hope trended upward (t (30) = 1.26, p = 0.22, es. 0.23).

To assess the durability of intervention effects, we assessed hope 3 months after treatment (median time = 100 days). The increases from baseline remained significant for Total Hope (t (30) = 2.12, p = 0.042, es = 0.38).



Secondary analysis 1: SES and intervention engagement

We created low and high SES scores (median splits). The interaction for hope was nonsignificant (F (1,28) = 0.89, p = 0.36). An exploratory analysis revealed that both low and high SES participants reported a significant increase in hope (both p < 0.05; es = 0.59 for low SES, es =0.70 for high SES). The engagement x hope interaction was also nonsignificant (F (1, 28) = 0.04, p = 0.84). Hope increased significantly regardless of participant engagement level (less engaged: t (13) = 2.99, p < 0.05, es = 0.80; more engaged: t (16) = 2.23, p = < 0.05, es = 0.55).



Secondary analysis 2: impact on 10 minor hope subscales

We compared effect sizes (pre to post change) across the 10 lower-order hope subscales. For Mastery Hope, there was a stronger effect for Supported Strivings vs. Ultimate Gains (perceived goal realization) (0.41 vs. 0.06). For Attachment Hope, the effect sizes were comparable for Trust, and Bonding (social connections) (0.26 and 0.30). For Survival Hope, Liberation Beliefs were most strongly impacted (0.67), followed by Interpersonal Assurance (0.45), then Self-Regulation (0.43). Spiritual Presence scores remained virtually the same (t (30) = 0.26, p = 0.79). Both Spiritual Assurance and Spiritual Empowerment trended upward (t (30) = 1.99, p = 0.056; t (30) = 1.67, p = 0.11). We created a composite “protection and empowerment” variable by summing Spiritual Assurance and Spiritual Inspiration (removing Spiritual Presence). The increase was significant (t (30) = 2.19, p = 0.04, es = 0.40).




Discussion

This study provides empirical support for a hope-centered intervention based on an interdisciplinary integration of the literature (Scioli et al., 2011; Scioli and Biller, 2009). Due to its novelty, complexity, and reliance on paraprofessionals, we assessed feasibility as well as efficacy. College students with a strong orientation in fundamental hope (hopefulness) and basic training in workshop delivery can provide an engaging and effective intervention. We found significant shifts in four of five targeted outcomes, including increases in three positive outcomes (hope, self-acceptance, and social coping) and decreases in one negative outcome (depression).


Feasibility

The feedback from adolescent participants was generally favorable. There were minimal disruptions. We cannot overestimate the importance of selecting appropriate hope providers (workshop leaders) with emotional intelligence and an appreciation of philosophy and literature (i.e., “wisdom culture”). We opted for an open-ended participant feedback form. We plan to convert participant responses into a Likert styled process questionnaire in future trials.

Over 80 percent of the teen participants reported a positive emotional experience. Seventy percent commented on “new learning” and nearly 90 percent of the comments about the leaders were positive. Some of the participants found the writing to be taxing, preferring more time for unstructured discussions. We plan to introduce minor changes in future groups to strengthen participants’ motivation for writing via an introductory message, a maxim on the value of writing, and a brief addition to each week’s meditation.

We examined several potential moderators, including engagement. Overall, nearly 90 percent of participants were rated as engaged, strongly engaged, or very strongly engaged. The effect size for hope rose from “moderate” (0.61) in highly engaged participants to “large” (0.80) in lower engaged participants. This suggests that the group process may instill hope even when engagement is less than optimal.



Efficacy


Hope

Hope scores increased significantly. To assess the magnitude of change, we computed Cohen’s d, an uncorrected index of effect size. Cohen’s d for total hope was 0.65. For the subcomponents of hope, the values ranged from 0.23 (Spiritual Hope) to 0.91 (Survival Hope). For non-spiritual hope (sum of Attachment, Survival, and Mastery), the effect size was 0.77. The effect size was larger for participants rated as less engaged and who were from higher SES backgrounds. For hope, and the other outcome variables, we also computed Hedges g, a corrected effect size value (Hedges and Olkin, 1985). The uncorrected and corrected effect sizes were essentially the same when comparing the entire intervention group, pre vs. post (n = 31). The corrected effect sizes for split groups (e.g., low vs. high engagement or low vs. high SES) tended to be lower by 0.01 to 0.03. Putting aside spirituality (will revisit this topic) the hope effect sizes are comparable, or superior to those reported in a recent meta-analytic review of youth psychotherapy. Weisz et al. (2017) found a mean ES of 0.46 overall across all youth problems.



Depression

Weisz et al. reported a mean ES of 0.29 for treatments of youth depression. Our data show an ES of 0.38 for overall depression scores. Among highly engaged participants, the ES rose to 0.55 (Hedges g = 0.53). Weisz et al. noted that historically the “treatment of depression showed the most disappointing effects…the findings suggest that depression may be an appropriate priority for future treatment development and evaluation” (p. 93). Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is the most popular method for treating mild to moderate depression. More than 80% of published studies on the treatment of youth depression involve CBT (Hetrick et al., 2015). It can be argued that CBT most directly targets cognition and the mastery system, partially impacts survival (coping) processes, and has only minimal impact on attachment or spirituality (Bosmans, 2016; Pilgrim, 2011; Stewart-Sicking, 2015).



Anxiety

We did not anticipate a lack of change in anxiety levels. Interestingly, Survival Hope demonstrated the greatest magnitude of sub-scale change. Survival Hope, as defined in our model, includes self-regulation and liberation beliefs. The selected measure of anxiety (RCMAS; Reynolds and Richards, 2008) reflects a focus on autonomic arousal and social unease. It is possible that our hope intervention, while inclusive of a “survival/coping” dimension, fosters more activation than deactivation, by strengthening liberation beliefs (an expansion of limits). A secondary analysis of the Survival Hope subscales confirmed this hypothesis. We found a stronger effect for increased liberation beliefs as compared to self-regulation of fear and anxiety (p = 0.001, es = 0.66 vs. p = 0.024, es = 0.44, respectively).



Coping: support-seeking

The philosopher Marcel (1962) described openness as both the roots and fruits of fundamental hope. Lynch (1965) asserted that hope should not be seen as a “private resource” but a gift derived from “liberating relationships” and “collaborative mutuality.” The magnitude of change in social coping fell in between the hope and depression effects (moderate, es = 0.44). Group means for all five questions comprising the social coping variable trended upwards following the intervention. The greatest increase was for item 4, “reached out to a good problem solver.” Maladaptive social problem-solving strategies, including a limited generation of responses, characterize teens who engage in self-injurious behavior (Nock and Mendes, 2008), those with ADHD (Sibley et al., 2010) as well as adolescents with pre-natal exposure to alcohol (McGee et al., 2008). Thomassin et al. (2017) found that support-seeking mediated the link between emotion expression deficits and non-suicidal self-injury. Generally speaking, one of the aims of the hope intervention is to foster a more open, trusting, and socially engaged attitude. Social coping scores increased to a greater degree for lower SES participants. Some studies have shown that family economic and educational hardships can precipitate avoidant coping, higher levels of social distress and less effective pre-frontal control over negative emotions, particularly during simulated social exclusion experiments (Coan et al., 2015; Yanagisawa et al., 2013). However, there is also evidence that individuals from lower SES families often encounter more risk factors and accrue more benefits from protective factors (Wills et al., 1995).



Self-acceptance

We designed the groups to impact being as well as doing. Fundamental hope encompasses action tendencies and character. Eliott (2005, p. 38) observed that “hope does seem to be part of who deem ourselves to be.” Larsen and Stege (2012) discovered that “supportive identity development,” including fostering a sense of worthiness, was critical for instilling hope in counseling sessions. In this study, self-acceptance scores increased significantly for the treatment group. The change was most obvious for low SES participants. Presumably, self-acceptance is more challenging for individuals with limited resources (e.g., illness, handicap, poverty, minority status). Conversely, greater self-acceptance can be a source of hope in the presence of these or other risk factors. Among African American youth, Butler-Barnes et al. (2013) found that self-acceptance and self-efficacy were equally important in predicting academic persistence, but the former emerged as the strongest correlate of racial pride.




Efficacy, effectiveness, and impact

What metrics should apply in evaluating the cost and benefits of a hope-based intervention? Demands for efficacy analysis (effect sizes) are becoming the norm for reporting intervention studies (Sapp, 2017). Effect sizes reflect the causal magnitude of an intervention at the point of contact, typically under highly controlled conditions (e.g., an RCT). Effectiveness is a different metric, defined as the “performance” of an intervention in real world situations. Singal et al. (2014) observe that any intervention study can be plotted somewhere along an efficacy—effectiveness continuum (from idealized to practical). The present study is closer to the ideal end of the spectrum. Abrams et al. (1996) define impact as a product of reach (percent penetration into a target population) and efficacy.

Combining these perspectives, a highly impactful hope intervention is possible using a group format (vs. individual counseling), delivered by paraprofessionals (vs. professional counselors), that demonstrates efficacy and effectiveness. The potential for use by paraprofessionals relates directly to the problem of reach or penetration. A recent Kaiser Family Foundation (2017) report showed a 56% nationwide gap between the need and availability of mental health providers. We can envision modifications that may increase both efficacy and effectiveness, including between session exercises, follow-up contact with hope mentors, or booster sessions. One method for addressing the practical challenges of extended long-term treatments may be to utilize brief virtual (telehealth) sessions, or an online resource center, with or without the addition of post-treatment exercises.




Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. Our sample was predominately Caucasian and middle class. The intervention, while adequate from a statistical power perspective for a pilot study (1 - β = 0.76), was limited to 31 participants. In subsequent trials, a minimum of 35 participants in the treatment group should ensure a power level of 0.80. We excluded severely depressed, suicidal youth, and those taking psychiatric drugs or reporting a history of psychosis. For ethical reasons, we suggest the continued use of these exclusionary criteria when delivering this intervention in educational or other non-clinical settings. Moreover, in non-clinical settings that utilize lay providers (e.g., college or graduate students), it is imperative that adequate training and supervision is provided. Ultimately, it may be possible to institute a certification process for this intervention. Within clinical settings, we recommend that best practices are followed such as pre-trial disclosure of a need to inform parents and healthcare providers for individuals reporting high levels of depression or imminent suicidal risk. In general, more trials are needed with more heterogeneous samples, clinical and non-clinical.

We instituted an intensive training program, spanning nearly a year. We provided 3 h of supervision per module. Three hours of supervision per module appears reasonable under most circumstances (lay or professional providers). We are currently conducting a trial in Africa with a shorter training period of 30 h, employing a “train-the-trainers” model. Further research needs to be conducted, exploring different training lengths with more or less experienced providers. It is worth noting that less experienced providers may require a longer training period but will deliver the intervention at a reduced cost.


Spirituality

We did not detect a significant change in Spiritual Presence. Perhaps teen participants interpreted our “spiritual” questions as referring to “God” or “religion” despite our best efforts to enlarge the discussion. It is possible that shifts in certain aspects of spirituality such as “presence” may be too difficult to measure with self-reports or require a more extended intervention (Hall et al., 2009). When we removed presence from our composite spiritual variable, and summed assurance (coping support) and inspiration (empowerment), the pre vs. post difference was significant.




Concluding observations

A motivational and emotional account of hope highlights its role in addressing non-negotiable mastery, attachment, and survival needs on the edge of possibility. Hope lies between need and desire, present and future. Within this liminal space, three different forms of hope may emerge: fundamental (basic) hope, long-term aspirations, and event-activated state hopes. All three hopes share the qualities of animating as well as sustaining thoughts and actions. Averill et al.’s (1990) study of hope metaphors uncovered references to a gas or airy substance that provides a “lift”. The word [hope] in Hebrew (Tikvah) refers to a woven cord, i.e., something to be grasped in the process of mental-time travel. Hope has also been compared to an anchor; a resource for maintaining a fixed orientation in a liminal space threatened by potential disturbance.

Further work is needed to clarify the interactions among these different hopes. Whatever the findings, it is reasonable to presume that the character strength of fundamental hope impacts both long-term aspirations and the emergence (or non-emergence) of state hope in the context of potential harm, loss, or challenge. This is a compelling justification for an intervention targeting fundamental hope in youth. We might compare the hope intervention to a broad-spectrum immunization program, designed to protect the individual against despair arising from threats to the needs for mastery, attachment, survival, and spirituality, listed in this order to suggest a “critical m.a.s.s”.
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Perceived threat of war (Model Low (16th percentile) 0.03 0.01, 0.05 0.03
n Medium (50th percentile) 0.05 0.03,0.07 0.06
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Both predictors were mean-centered before running the analyss.
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Model 2 Posttraumatic growth 0.14 0.02 0.16 <0.01 0.36
Perceived threat of war —0.04 0.02 =0.05 0.04
Perceived hope 056 0.03 055 <001

Model 3 Posttraumatic growth 0.26 0.03 0.29 <0.01 0.08
Perceived threat of war =0.05 0.03 =0.05 0.08

Both predictors were mean-centered before running the analysis
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Appreciation of life 307 152 022 068*
New possibilities 248 136 071 067%
Spirituality 205 134 121 078*
Relationships 261 132 053 060%
Strength 269 144 044 079%
Total posttraumatic growth 260 L19 049 093
Anxiety (GAD-7) 2.02 0.71 0.62 0.92
Perceived threat of war 3.19 126 -0.26 =
Perceived hope (PHS) 379 1.06 —0.43 0.94

MHC
Hedonic 399 133 ~0.43 088
Psychological 368 117 ~028 087
Social 272 117 0.69 0.83
Total Well-being 340 1.08 —0.06 0.92

“Reported for two-item measures.
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Sharing: establishing environments where young individuals can
openly express their emotions about climate change, free from the
fear of judgment or ridicule.

Listening: attentively and genuinely paying attention to learners’
thoughts and opinions, ensuring they feel properly engaged and
convinced their contributions are accepted.

Understanding: grasping the essence of climate change, its sources,
effects, and outcomes, as well as the measures being implemented to
reduce and adjust to it.

Acting: understanding the tasks that need to be accomplished in
various settings, such as the classroom, home, and community.
Requires identifying individuals with whom one may collaborate
and get continuous assistance.

Solidarity: forming strong connections with people, the sense of
unity and cooperation in working together as a team, and the feeling
of fulfillment and encouragement from achieving common goals,
are fundamental sources of ecological hope.

Empathy: being surrounded by encouraging persons cultivates an
optimistic worldview. Nevertheless, it is crucial to maintain a
balance and exhibit empathy toward everyone, including those who
have divergent viewpoints.

Focus on the present: instead of fixating on the past or being anxious
about the future, optimistic individuals maintain their focus on the
current moment. Their main focus is on constant learning,
gratitude, and self-improvement.

Climate activism: evidence indicates that engaging in such activity
has a positive impact on fostering hope, as well as alleviating feelings
of fear and hopelessness (Frumkin, 2022). There is a probable
positive feedback loop: “Activism fosters hope, and hope fosters
activism” (Nabi et al, 2018).

Decisiveness: empowering learners to enhance their
decision-making skills, whether in relation to environmental
concerns, social challenges, or personal aspirations.

Self-awareness: acknowledging grief of a cherished location or the
entire planet (“solastalgia” or “ecological grief”) can provide a
feeling of peace, hope, and a greater will and ability to take action.
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PHS, Perceived Hope Scale.
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Male 4524 49.90%
Gender
Female 4551 50.10%
Freshman 5649 62.20%
Grade Sophomore 2939 3240%
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Developed regions 4103 45.20%
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First-generation college students 8178 90.10%
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M, mean; SD, standard deviation; AA, academic adjustment; AH, academic hope; PI, professional identity; PPS, perceived peer support; SAAL, self-assessment achievement levels; HST, high
school Type (0 = regular high school, 1 = vocational high school); PEB, parental educational background (0 = first-generation college student, 1 = non-first-generation college student) are
dummy variables. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 (the same below)
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