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Abstract
How we perceive the future can greatly affect how we feel in the present. Even a
currently positive situation is hard to bear when we know the future will be grim.
Indeed, previous research has found that more hopeful people are happier. However,
both hope and subjective well-being are multidimensional concepts comprising emo-
tion (i.e., anticipation and affect), cognition (expectation and satisfaction) and, to some
degree, motivation. Since most studies include only one dimension of hope and
subjective well-being, little is known about how different aspects of hope relate to
different aspects of subjective well-being. This study aims to gain insight into these
relationships by providing an overview of the existing empirical literature on hope and
subjective well-being. Subsequently, cross-sectional data of a representative sample of
the American population are used to further examine the relationship between hope and
subjective well-being. Our findings from both the literature and our empirical analysis
show that positive expectations are only weakly associated with all domains of
subjective well-being, whereas cognitive and emotional hope are most strongly related
to subjective well-being. This finding indicates that the more passive characteristics of
positive expectations have less of an impact on subjective well-being than a more
agentic hopeful disposition.
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Introduction

Hope and subjective well-being are closely connected (Bailey et al. 2007). A hopeful
disposition usually makes us feel happier, and feeling well often strengthens our hope
for a good future. However, both hope and subjective well-being can take different
forms, and the relationship between hope and subjective well-being is sometimes
ambiguous. Hope, for example, can also be used as a defence mechanism by unhappy
people in times of crisis, and false hope does not contribute to a happy life. Both hope
and happiness are multidimensional concepts that are conceptualized differently in
varying scientific disciplines and can be experienced in different ‘modes’ in daily life
(Webb 2007). As such, even though we know that hope and happiness are generally
positively related, we do not yet know how different aspects of these concepts, e.g.,
hope as an expectation, emotion or thought-pattern and happiness as life satisfaction or
positive affect, are related. These unknowns impede our understanding and use of these
powerful feelings, since we cannot infer whether different types of hope and subjective
wellbeing are related in a similar fashion. As such, it is for example difficult to
extrapolate findings from one discipline or study to another. However, understanding
under which circumstances hope translates into subjective well-being can help us
understand the determinants and mechanisms underlying a happy life. Hence, the
current article examines the following question: what do we know so far about the
relationship between hope and subjective well-being and how can we better understand
this complex relationship? Before we can answer this question, we must define hope
and subjective well-being.

Hope

Hope is essentially a strong desire that is actively pursued, while it is uncertain that this
desire will be fulfilled (Martin 2011). The probably most well-known theory about
hope comes from Rick Snyder (2002). He defines hope as a primarily cognitive, goal-
oriented pattern of thought in which people come up with different ‘pathways’ to
achieve their goals, remain motivated to follow these pathways, and actively look for
alternative pathways to these goals when necessary. According to Snyder, hopeful
people are those who are persistent and creative in pursuing their goals.1 This line of
thinking is also used in organizational psychology, in which hope is seen as a form of
psychological capital that helps employees act in a creative, flexible and constructive
manner in an organization (Youssef and Luthans 2007; Avey et al. 2011).

Other psychologists emphasize the more emotional side of hope. For example,
Fredrickson (2001) sees hope as a psychological force or ‘buffer’ that provides
resilience and helps us deal with stressful and negative situations. In clinical psychol-
ogy, the frequently used Herth Hope Index (Herth 1992) focuses not only on future
expectations and purposeful thinking but also on a general, diffuse sense of ‘hopeful-
ness’, hope as an experience rather than as an action, and hope aimed at gaining control
over emotions rather than over external circumstances. The hopelessness scale of Aaron

1 In this sense, the ‘agency’ dimension of hope is related to self-efficacy, i.e. the belief in one’s ability to
perform certain tasks, yet empirical evidence shows that the two concepts are similar but distinct (Magaletta
and Oliver 1999)

E. Pleeging et al.



Beck et al. (1974), on the other hand, measures negative expectations of the future, a
lack of motivation, and the conviction that someone will never be able to achieve his or
her goals. This scale is mainly used in studies of psychopathology but is also used to a
lesser extent as a divergent validation of subjective well-being (Lucas et al. 1996).
Although these approaches also incorporate cognitive components, such as expecta-
tions, assumptions and purposeful planning, compared to the hope theory of Snyder,
they are much more attuned to the affective side of hope, i.e., the more uncontrollable,
spontaneous feelings of arousal and valence accompanying a hopeful state.

Psychology is, however, not the only discipline that has shown interest in hope.
References to hope research can also be found in sociology (e.g., Jarymowicz and Bar-
Tal 2006; Cohen-Chen, 2014; Petersen and Wilkinson, 2015), economics (e.g. Foster
et al. 2012; Frijters et al. 2012; Foster and Frijters 2014; Lybbert and Wydick 2018)
philosophy (Webb 2007; Martin 2011), and political science (Bar-Tal 2001; Drahos
2004; Cohen-Chen et al. 2013; Sleat 2013; Boukala and Dimitrakopoulou 2016),
although there are clear differences in the research methodology and definitions used.
Specifically, many studies in these fields focus more on expectations of improvement or
deterioration of the economic, social or personal situation of a country or individual.
This operationalization of hope thus often reflects more general, abstract positive
expectations and not so much active hope for personal, concrete goals. Moreover,
personal expectations or optimism, i.e. the tendency to expect positive things will
happen, differ from hope, in the sense that optimism relies on the assumption that
things will turn out well, whereas hope is inherently uncertain2 (Bailey et al. 2007).
Although the concept of hope as used within psychology does include expectations
(Snyder 2000), the focus on expectations within social sciences diverges from the
psychological approach in two ways. First, hope is inherently agentic and active: when
we hope for something, it is uncertain whether we will reach this goal, and we will
therefore have to take action if possible. A positive expectation, on the other hand, does
not require any action since we already assume that our desire will be fulfilled (or, in
the case of negative expectation, that it will not happen). Second, hope is more process-
oriented. While expectations mainly relate to the goals we expect to achieve, hope also
relates to the pathways we come up with to get there (Snyder 2000). These differences
are important, as they might influence how the different interpretations of hope relate to
subjective well-being.

Subjective Well-Being

The concept of subjective well-being concerns the appreciation of one’s personal
condition or one’s subjective enjoyment of life as a whole (Diener et al. 1999;
Veenhoven 2000). Like hope, happiness has both a cognitive and an emotional
component. When we think about our happiness, for example, we may ask ourselves
not only whether we feel comfortable throughout the day but also whether we are
satisfied with our lives and whether we have achieved the goals we have set for
ourselves. The first component concerns intuitive experiences, or our emotional affect

2 Similarly, self-confidence is related to hope, since hope can be more likely to appear when chances of
attaining our goals are high. However, hope can also (and often does) arise when future expectations are
actually quite grim (Webb 2007).
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balance. The second component is more about a cognitive assessment of life as a whole
or how we think our current life compares to the most ideal life we have in mind.
Together, these components determine - from a hedonistic point of view - overall
happiness (Veenhoven 2000; Kashdan et al. 2008).

These different components of happiness do not always go hand in hand and are
influenced in different ways by our living conditions. A successful career may well
contribute to life satisfaction, while the additional stress creates a more negative emotional
balance during the working day. However, it is also possible to feel good throughout the day
but not be satisfiedwithwhatwe have achieved in our lives. For example, a higher income is
usually found to increase life satisfaction (Kahneman and Deaton 2010), whereas social
contacts mainly lead to a positive emotional balance (Diener et al. 2010a).

The Relationship between Hope and Subjective Well-Being

Snyder’s hope theory assumes that hope leads to higher levels of subjective well-being
when we experience success in pursuing our goals. People who are more hopeful are
more creative and show more perseverance in pursuing their goals, which in turn could
result in higher levels of happiness by gaining more successful experiences (Snyder
2000; Bailey et al. 2007). Another possible explanation for the relationship between
hope and subjective well-being is that people who are hopeful see more opportunities
and therefore more easily achieve the things that make them satisfied with their life,
such as a successful relationship or career. For example, various studies have shown
that hope is positively associated with academic (Snyder 2002), professional (Youssef
and Luthans 2007) and athletic success (Curry et al. 1997). A third explanation can be
found in the broaden-and-build theory, according to which positive emotions contribute
to broader subjective well-being because people who feel good are usually more open
to new situations, relationships and impressions and therefore gain more experience
and skills (Fredrickson 2001). Moreover, positive emotions would ensure that people
can respond with more resilience in negative situations and thus experience fewer
negative consequences of setbacks (Arampatzi et al. 2019).

Although hope and subjective well-being usually go hand in hand, this connection is
not uniform for all different aspects of hope and subjective well-being. In particular, the
connection between positive expectations and subjective well-being can be hypothe-
sized to be relatively weak. First, positive expectations of the future generally concern
more abstract social developments that lie outside the individual, whereas other forms
of hope focus specifically on achieving concrete, personal goals. However, it is
precisely these personal goals, for which we are intrinsically motivated, that usually
contribute to our happiness (Ryan and Deci 2000). In addition, positive expectations
can have a negative effect on happiness if they do not materialize, as those who expect
a lot from life will probably be disappointed sooner than others (Greenaway et al.
2016). Moreover, when expectations are focused on acquiring material wealth, this can
distract from other aspects of our lives, such as good social relationships. Usually, such
a materialistic focus goes hand in hand with diminished well-being (Van Boven 2005).
Lastly, an overly optimistic view of the future might diminish well-being if it keeps
people from improving a bad situation. This might especially be the case when positive
expectations are based on denial of the severity or urgency of problems at hand (Ojala
2012).
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Given the potentially ambiguous relationship between hope and subjective well-
being, in this paper, we take stock of what we know about the relationship between
the different aspects of these concepts. Although the topic has been included in
previous meta-analytic reviews (e.g., Avey et al. 2011; Alarcon et al. 2013;
Reichard et al. 2013), to the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to include
and systematically compare studies from different disciplines, covering both cog-
nitive and emotional aspects of hope and subjective well-being as well as expecta-
tions, on top of conducting an empirical study including a diverse set of measures of
hope and subjective well-being. The remainder of this paper is organized as follows.
We start with a systematic review of the existing literature (“Empirical Literature on
Hope and Subjective Well-Being” section), in which we summarize existing em-
pirical evidence, followed by an empirical study (“Empirical Study” section), in
which the many faces of hope and happiness are further compared. Section 4
discusses and concludes the paper.

Empirical Literature on Hope and Subjective Well-Being

Selection of Studies

In this research, we used the World Database of Happiness to study the existing
literature on the relations between hope and happiness. The World Database of
Happiness includes studies that examine happiness in terms of subjective enjoy-
ment with life as a whole, also known as ‘subjective well-being’, ‘perceived quality
of life’ and ‘life satisfaction’. Studies are included in this database based on the
outcome measure, and the database includes only studies that use valid measures of
subjective well-being. Of all publications in the World Database of Happiness, 48
studies concern the topic of hope and subjective well-being. Of these 48 studies, we
selected those that were quantitative in nature, reported new findings (to avoid
duplicate findings), and reported zero-order correlations. Please note that most
studies (especially older studies) report only zero-order correlations, and for com-
parability, we report only these findings. Quantitative studies that reported regres-
sion coefficients but no zero-order correlations, i.e., predominantly economics
studies that examined the positive expectations and subjective well-being relation-
ship, were therefore omitted from the review. In total, our review contains 34
different studies and 84 different findings regarding the correlation between hope
and subjective well-being. An overview of the studies included in the survey can be
found in Appendix A.

Hope and Subjective Well-Being Measures in Empirical Studies

With regard to hope, we discern three different types of measures that were used in the
included studies, capturing three different approaches: the cognitive approach, the
emotional approach, and positive expectations.

In the cognitive approach to hope, hope is most often measured using Snyder’s
Adult Trait Hope Scale (ATHS; Snyder et al., 1991) or the Revised Snyder Hope Scale
(RSHS; Shorey et al. 2009). The former scale contains 12 items (of which 4 are used as
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fillers), for which participants have to rate statements such as ‘I can think of many ways
to get out of a jam’ and ‘My past experiences have prepared me well for my future’.
The scale can be subdivided into two subscales: one for agency and one for pathways.
Agency refers to the belief that someone is capable of achieving her or his goals,
whereas the pathways subscale refers to the ability to imagine possible routes to these
goals (Snyder 2000).

The emotional approach to hope uses instruments aimed at measuring general
feelings of hopefulness or hopelessness. Hopefulness, capturing the positive emotional
approach to hope, has been measured using the Herth Hope Index (HHI; Herth 1992)3

and the Miller Hope Scale (Miller and Powers 1988). The statements that respondents
have to rate in the HHI focus on temporality, the future, positive expectations, readiness
and interconnectedness. Example statements include ‘I have a positive outlook towards
life’, ‘I have deep inner strength’, and ‘I feel all alone’. Similarly, the Miller Hope Scale
focuses on the anticipation of a future good, mutuality, competence, well-being and
purpose and includes statements such as “I look forward to an enjoyable future”.
Hopelessness is captured by the Beck Hopelessness Scale (Beck et al. 1974), where
respondents have to rate statements such as ‘My future seems dark to me’ and ‘I might
as well give up because I cannot make things better for myself’. Questions in the Beck
Hopelessness Scale centre on feelings about the future, loss of motivation, and future
expectations.

Positive expectations are captured using the single-item question ‘What are your
expectations for the year to come: will the next twelve months be better, worse or the
same when it comes to your standard of living?’

With regard to subjective well-being, we discern three types of measures that were
used in the included studies: the cognitive component of subjective well-being, the
emotional component, or overall happiness.

Measures of the more cognitive component of subjective well-being include the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al. 1985), Student’s Life Satisfaction Scale
(Huebner 1991), Cantril Ladder (Cantril 1965), and single-item life satisfaction ques-
tions. Example questions from the Satisfaction with Life Scale include ‘In most ways
my life is close to ideal’ and ‘The conditions of my life are excellent’. Please note that
several studies have by now found that single-item subjective well-being measures
have acceptable reliability and validity (Schimmack and Oishi 2005; Abdel-Khalek
2006; Cheung and Lucas 2014).

The more emotional component of subjective well-being is usually captured using
affect balance scales, such as the Positive Affect and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS;
Watson et al. 1988), the Affect Balance Scale (ABS; Moriwaki 1974), and the Scale of
Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE; Diener et al. 2010b). These scales can
usually be subdivided into a positive affect scale and a negative affect scale. The
positive affect scale of the PANAS, for example, asks respondents to indicate to what
extent they felt excited or enthusiastic during the past few weeks, while the negative
affect scale of the PANAS asks respondents to indicate to what extent they felt hostile
or distressed during the past few weeks.

3 Please note that the Herth Hope Index also includes more cognitive items and, hence, measures both
components of hope. However, most emphasis of the Herth Hope Index is put on the emotional component
of hope.

E. Pleeging et al.



Measures of overall happiness, capturing both the cognitive and emotional compo-
nent of subjective well-being, include the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky
and Lepper 1999) and a single-item overall happiness question.

Presentation of Results

In the literature review, we summarize the findings of these studies, examining the
reported correlations between the different measures of hope and subjective well-being.
When reporting coefficients, we consider a correlation between 0 and 0.19 to be very
weak, between 0.2 and 0.39 to be weak, between 0.40 and 0.59 to be moderate,
between 0.6 and 0.79 to be strong, and between 0.8 and 1 to be very strong (Evans
1996).

Literature Review Findings

When we turn to the existing empirical evidence, we observe that particularly in
psychology, but increasingly also in sociology and economics, some empirical research
has been conducted on the relationship between different types of hope and subjective
well-being. However, there seems to be a division in research fields, within which
specific measures of hope and subjective well-being are usually studied simultaneously.
For example, there are only a few studies that compare affect and expectations, whereas
the correlation between cognitive hope and life satisfaction is very well documented.

In an exploration of zero-order correlations, a number of patterns can be recognized.
First, although there is generally a positive connection between cognitive hope and life
satisfaction, it is apparent that the various aspects of Snyder’s Hope scale are not
connected with happiness in the same way. Agency, the belief that we are able to
achieve our goals, has a stronger association with life satisfaction than the different
pathways we can come up with to achieve our goals. It thus seems to be especially
important for life satisfaction that we have the conviction that we can achieve our goals:
this belief has a greater impact on life satisfaction than the process of getting there
(Table 1).

Table 1 Relationships between hope and subjective well-being

Cognitive hope Emotional hope Positive expectations

Agency Pathways Hopefulness Hopelessness

Life satisfaction ++ + ++ – +/0

++

Affect balance + +++ – +/0

Positive affect ++ ++ – 0

Negative affect −/0 – ++ –

Overall happiness ++ ++ – +

+ correlations are typically between 0.20 and 0.40; ++ correlations are typically between 0.40 and 0.60; +++
correlations are typically greater than 0.60; − correlations are typically between − 0.20 and − 0.40; −-
correlations are typically between − 0.40 and − 0.60; −– correlations are typically less than − 0.60
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Second, when comparing positive and negative affect, it is evident that they
are not connected in the same way to cognitive hope. That is, the correlation
between cognitive hope and positive feelings is generally stronger than the
relationship between cognitive hope and negative feelings. From this difference,
it can be concluded that a hopeful attitude is associated mainly with more
positive feelings, while the absence of cognitive hope is not directly accompa-
nied by strong negative feelings. For the other forms of hope, however, no
differences between positive and negative feelings were found. These findings
substantiate the idea that positive and negative affect are not merely opposites
on one continuum but rather are distinct states of being that both relate to other
constructs in dissimilar ways (Larsen and McGraw 2011).

Third, the relation between general positive expectations and happiness turns
out to be weaker than the relationship between happiness and other forms of
hope. While some studies have found a positive correlation, there appears to be
no or even a negative relationship in other studies. This discrepancy may in part
be due to the wide variety of questions about positive expectations since there is
much less consistency in these types of questions. However, when looking at
specific studies, positive expectations appear to be more weakly related to
happiness than other forms of hope. This finding could be explained by the idea
that there is a curvilinear relationship between expectations and subjective well-
being (Arampatzi et al. 2019). Although previous studies have shown that
positive expectations predict life satisfaction better than actual income (Frijters
et al. 2012; Ekici and Koydemir 2016) and that moderately optimistic people can
cope better with exogenous shocks (Arampatzi et al. 2019), these studies also
warn about overly optimistic expectations, since subjective well-being seems to
decrease if an outcome is worse than originally expected (Bell 1985; Schwartz &
Post 2002; Arampatzi et al. 2019). Compared to expectations, hope is less prone
to resulting in disappointment and disillusionment, since it is inherently uncertain
and requires personal effort. Therefore, having positive expectations might be a
worse predictor of subjective well-being than hope, since the former can easily
lead to disappointment, and the latter does not.

Empirical Study

The literature review thus highlighted three findings: (1) the association of subjective
well-being with the agency component of cognitive hope is stronger than that with the
pathways component, (2) the association of cognitive hope with positive affect is
stronger than of cognitive hope with negative affect, and (3) expectations are only
weakly correlated with all components of subjective well-being. At the same time, the
reviewed studies are difficult to compare with each other, as the more emotional hope
scales are disproportionately found in research on patients with a physical or psycho-
logical disorder, while the cognitive hope scales are disproportionately found in studies
on the general population. Moreover, none of the included studies combined all types
of subjective well-being and hope within one survey. Hence, we conducted an empir-
ical study in which we further compared all the different types of hope and subjective
well-being.
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Data

A two-wave panel dataset was collected in the US in 2016 and 2017 using Prolific, a
virtual crowdsourcing platform similar to Amazon Mechanical Turk, where people can
fill out surveys for small compensation (Sheehan 2017). Prolific has been used in many
empirical studies in the social sciences, and previous studies have shown that online
crowdsourcing in general, and Prolific in particular, offer high quality data (Buhrmester
et al. 2011; Peer et al. 2017). Originally, 517 people participated in wave 1. Of this
group, 338 also participated in wave 2. Only these respondents were included in the
analysis, and their characteristics are reported in Table 2, column 1. As shown in
column 2, men are over-represented in the group of people who did not participate in
wave 2, i.e. the ‘dropouts’. However, in both the second and first wave, slightly more
than half of the sample was male. The other characteristics of the drop-outs were not
notably different from those of the research population. Since emotional hope was
measured among only a subset of the first wave, only 167 of the respondents in the final
analysis answered the questions on emotional hope in wave 1.4 Respondents reported
their age, gender, household composition, income, and ethnicity. These characteristics
were included as covariates.

Measures

The cognitive component of hope was measured using the ATHS (Snyder et al. 1991),
where high scorers are regarded as more hopeful, more motivated to achieve their
goals, and better able to think of ways to reach their goals. All eight items in the ATHS
were scored on a scale from 1 (Definitely False) to 7 (Definitely True) and were
averaged to calculate an overall score ranging from 1 to 7. Apart from an overall
cognitive hope measure, we constructed measures using the agency and pathways
subscales. Emotional hope was estimated using the HHI (Herth 1992), where twelve
statements were rated on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree), and
the average of statement scores was used as the total score. In addition, a single-item
hopefulness measure was presented to respondents, asking: ‘In the past 4 weeks, how
often have you felt hopeful?’ Possible answers ranged from 1 (Never) to 7 (Always).
During the first wave, only a subsample of the entire sample filled out the HHI (167 out
of 338). Positive expectations were measured using a single-item measure in which
respondents had to answer the following questions: ‘What are your expectations for the
next twelve months: will the next twelve months be better, worse or the same, when it
comes to your life in general?’. The possible answers were (1) Worse, (2) Same, and (3)
Better.

With regard to the life satisfaction question, respondents had to provide an answer to
a single question: ‘All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a
whole nowadays?’ Possible answers ranged from 0 (very dissatisfied) to 10 (very
satisfied). Positive affect and negative affect were measured using the PANAS scale,
where respondents indicate to what extent they generally feel certain positive (alert,
inspired, determined, attentive and active) and negative (upset, hostile, ashamed,

4 Please note that respondents were selected to answer the Herth-questions at random, so the group that
answered these questions does not differ from the group that did not.
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nervous and afraid) emotions on a scale from 1 (Never) to 7 (Always), resulting in an
average score ranging from 1 to 7. Finally, overall happiness was measured using the
following single-item question: ‘Taking all things together, how happy would you say
you are?’, where 0 means very unhappy, and 10 means very happy.

The internal reliability of all scales was sufficient (Cronbach’s α > 0.70; Nunnally and
Bernstein 1994) and well within the αranges reported in different studies. The descriptive
statistics for the hope and subjective well-being measures in both study waves – including
the internal reliability scores for the utilized scales – can be found in Table 3.

Correlations

The bivariate correlations between the different types of hope and well-being show
patterns that are largely in line with those found in the literature review (Table 4).

Table 2 Demographics of participants

Waves 1 & 2 (N = 338) Drop-outs
(N = 179)

Gender

- Male 55% 64%

- Female 45% 36%

Age 34 years 31 years

Household composition

- Single 42% 46%

- Single parent 6% 4%

- Two adults, no children 24% 19%

- Two adults, with children 22% 25%

- Other 7% 6%

Monthly household income

- Less than $900 6% 6%

- $900 - $1300 10% 9%

- $1300 - $1800 12% 14%

- $1800 - $2700 25% 28%

- $2700 - $3200 16% 15%

- More than $3200 30% 28%

Religion

-Important/very important 22% 27%

- Slightly important 16% 25%%

- Not important/don’t know 61% 49%

Ethnicity

- Caucasian/White 74% 73%

- African American 6% 8%

- Asian 9% 11%

- Other 12% 7%

Please note that these respondents were not included in this study
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First, we find moderate to strong correlations of (1) cognitive and emotional hope
measures with (2) overall happiness, life satisfaction, and positive affect measures.
We also see that the associations of the subjective well-being measures with the
agency component of hope are slightly stronger than with the pathways component
of hope. Second, we find that the association of cognitive hope with positive affect
is stronger than that with negative affect. In contrast to the literature review, we find
only a weak correlation of negative affect with hopefulness and a moderate corre-
lation with the HHI. Third, the correlations between positive expectations and the
subjective well-being measures are generally weak. Finally, it is notable that the
correlations in both studies are very similar. When we gauge the correlations of
changes in hope with changes in subjective well-being between the two moments of
measurement (Table 5), we see that these correlations are generally weaker than
those between the level variables (Table 4). However, the earlier observed pattern of
the relative strength of the relationships between the different hope and subjective
well-being measures remains (Table 6).

Nonlinearities

The literature review and correlation analyses showed that cognitive and emotional hope
have a relatively strong positive relation with well-being, while positive expectations appear

Table 3 Descriptive statistics of hope and subjective well-being measures

Wave 1 (N = 338) Mean Standard deviation Cronbach’s α

Adult trait hope (1–7) 4.91 1.07 0.90

Adult trait hope – agency (1–7) 4.76 1.26 0.86

Adult trait hope – pathways (1–7) 5.06 1.05 0.83

Herth hope index (1–7)
(N = 167)

4.99 1.09 0.90

Hopefulness (1–7) 4.88 1.44 N/A

Positive expectations (1–3) 1.85 0.69 N/A

Life satisfaction (0–10) 6.31 2.31 N/A

Positive affect (1–7) 4.69 1.07 0.82

Negative affect (1–7) 2.53 1.19 0.87

Overall happiness (0–10) 6.42 2.23 N/A

Wave 2 (N = 338) Mean Standard deviation Cronbach’s α

Adult trait hope (1–7) 4.93 1.10 0.91

Adult trait hope – Agency (1–7) 4.83 1.27 0.87

Adult trait hope – Pathways (1–7) 5.05 1.10 0.85

Herth hope index (N = 167) (1–7) 5.04 1.10 0.91

Hopefulness (1–7) 4.70 1.38 N/A

Positive expectations (1–3) 1.76 0.67 N/A

Life satisfaction (0–10) 6.26 2.22 N/A

Positive affect (1–7) 4.79 1.03 0.80

Negative affect (1–7) 2.62 1.15 0.86

Overall happiness (0–10) 6.36 2.24 N/A
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to be onlyweakly related to well-being. One possible explanation for the latter finding is that
the relation between expectations and well-being is non-linear; although moderate positive
expectations are generally associated with greater well-being, this might not be the case
when people expect too much from life and consequently become disappointed. Previous
studies have indeed hinted that this might be the case (Bell 1985; Schwartz & Post 2002;
Arampatzi et al. 2019). To test this hypothesis, several fixed effects regressions were run,
calculating the relation between differences in well-being and differences in hope between
wave 1 and wave 2 for differing levels of hopefulness.5

To interpret these results more fully, Fig. 1 shows scatterplots for all the predicted
values of happiness at the three levels of the different hope measures. Here, a non-linear
line indicates that the well-being differences between low, moderate and high levels of
hope are not equal.

The results show that, on average, lower levels of hope are associated with lower
levels of well-being. However, it also appears that for several combinations of hope and
happiness measures, the difference between moderate and high levels of hope makes a
relatively small difference. This finding would indicate that for these measures, overly
optimistic hopes do not generally translate into an equal rise in happiness and eventu-
ally may even result in a decline. This finding is quite clear for the relation of positive
expectations with life satisfaction and positive affect; people with moderate and
positive expectations hardly differ in their well-being scores. Moreover, the relation
between the HHI and life satisfaction; the relation between the pathways subscale of the
ATHS and affect and overall happiness; and of general hopefulness with negative affect
and happiness also show indications of diminishing returns.

5 Since positive expectations were measured as a categorical three-point variable, all other hope measures were
also rescaled as such.

Table 4 Bivariate correlations between hope and subjective well-being measures

Cognitive hope Emotional hope Positive
expectations

ATHS ATHS
(Agency)

ATHS
(Pathways)

Herth Hope Index# Hopefulness

Wave 1 (N = 338)

Life satisfaction 0.68* 0.72* 0.53* 0.59* 0.69* 0.39*

Positive affect 0.66* 0.65* 0.56* 0.62* 0.57* 0.19*

Negative affect −0.42* −0.40* −0.38* −0.41* −0.30* −0.25
Overall happiness 0.67* 0.70* 0.53* 0.58* 0.70* 0.38*

Wave 2 (N = 338)

Life satisfaction 0.69* 0.72* 0.56* 0.70* 0.72* 0.45*

Positive affect 0.65* 0.65* 0.56* 0.61* 0.55* 0.33*

Negative affect −0.41* −0.41* −0.36* −0.52* −0.41* −0.21*
Overall Happiness 0.70* 0.70* 0.54* 0.75* 0.72* 0.46*

*p < 0.05; 0–0.19 is regarded as a very weak correlation, 0.2–0.39 as weak, 0.40–0.59 as moderate, 0.6–0.79
as strong and 0.8–1 as very strong
# N = 167 for wave 1
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Discussion and Conclusion

Over the past decades, the relation between hope and well-being has become a
topic of increasing interest in several academic disciplines, such as psychology,
economics, sociology, and political science. How people perceive the future
appears to greatly influence how they behave and experience their current
situation, and research on the topic can thus lead to new insights into the drivers
of well-being. However, different disciplines define and operationalize hope and

Table 6 Fixed effects regression on the relation between hope and subjective well-being (N = 338)

Life satisfaction Positive affect Negative affect Happiness

ATHS

Middle 1.31*** (0.23) 0.27*** (0.10) −0.46*** (0.11) 1.16*** (0.24)

High 2.01*** (0.28) 0.71*** (0.12) −0.65*** (0.14) 1.93*** (0.29)

ATHS (Agency)

Middle 1.35*** (0.21) 0.30*** (0.09) −0.60*** (0.10) 1.22*** (0.22)

High 1.94*** (0.27) 0.72*** (0.12) −0.77*** (0.13) 2.02*** (0.27)

ATHS (Pathways)

Middle 0.97*** (0.21) 0.43*** (0.09) −0.32*** (0.10) 1.08*** (0.21)

High 1.39*** (0.26) 0.57*** (0.11) −0.38*** (0.12) 1.32*** (0.26)

Herth hope index (N = 167)

Middle 1.10*** (0.36) 0.24* (0.15) −0.69*** (0.15) 1.23*** (0.34)

High 1.36*** (0.44) 0.63*** (0.19) −0.98*** (0.19) 1.74*** (0.42)

Hopefulness

Middle 1.08*** (0.18) 0.23*** (0.08) −0.25*** (0.09) 1.13*** (0.18)

High 1.61*** (0.22) 0.45*** (0.10) −0.27** (0.11) 1.47*** (0.23)

Positive Expectations

Staying the same 1.14*** (0.24) 0.29*** (0.11) −0.19* (0.12) 0.91*** (0.25)

Getting better 1.33*** (0.27) 0.36*** (0.12) −0.29** (0.13) 1.29*** (0.27)

*p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Table 5 Bivariate correlations between hope and subjective well-being measures – changes between Wave 1
and Wave 2 (N = 338)

Δ ATHS Δ ATHS
(Agency)

Δ ATHS
(Pathways)

Δ Herth Hope
Index#

Δ
Hopefulness

Δ Positive
expectations

Δ Life Satisfaction 0.52* 0.54* 0.38* 0.34* 0.48* 0.24

Δ Positive Affect 0.43* 0.44* 0.33* 0.32* 0.31* 0.14

Δ Negative Affect −0.31* −0.35 −0.21 −0.42* −0.21* −0.13
Δ Overall Happiness 0.46* 0.50* 0.32* 0.41* 0.45* 0.25*

*p < 0.05; 0–0.19 is regarded as a very weak correlation, 0.2–0.39 as weak, 0.40–0.59 as moderate, 0.6–0.79
as strong and 0.8–1 as very strong
# N = 167
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well-being in diverging ways. Hence, it is difficult to relate findings from one
field of research to those from another. In this study, we combined a literature
review and an empirical investigation of the relation between different types of
hope and subjective well-being. As such, this study provides insight and nuance
to the differing relations between these two concepts. Although hope and sub-
jective well-being generally seem to be correlated, the strength of the relations
differ between the types of hope and subjective well-being. Most notably,
expectations appear to be only weakly related to subjective well-being. Our data
suggest that this relation could be non-linear, as overly optimistic expectations
may harm subjective well-being through disappointment.

By combining a literature review and empirical study, this research offers a
structured and comprehensive overview of how hope and subjective well-being
are related. However, to maintain comparability, some important findings could not
be included in the current article. First, the literature review focuses solely on cross-
sectional data and zero-order correlations, overlooking studies conducted with
regression analyses or panel data, which are more common in the field of econom-
ics and in more recent studies within psychology. Moreover, only a handful of the
instruments used to measure happiness and hope could be included in the empirical
study, disregarding, for example, popular measures such as the Satisfaction With
Life Scale and the Miller Hope Scale. Nonetheless, the current research is unique in
comparing a wide range of findings and instruments from different disciplines. The
aim of this study was not to be exhaustive but to offer a comprehensive first step to
greater comparability across disciplines. Future research could extend these find-
ings by including even more measures. Moreover, making use of larger datasets

Fig. 1 Scatterplots for predicted values of happiness at three different levels of hope
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enables a more detailed study of how the subjective well-being of different groups
of people is affected by their hopes for a positive future.

In summary, our research shows that although greater hopes usually go hand-in-hand
with higher subjective well-being levels, we should be mindful of the nuances of this
relation. First, the relationship between hope and subjective well-being is contingent on
the definitions used, and not all types of hope and well-being are equally strongly related.
Second, more optimistic hopes are not always associated with higher levels of subjective
well-being. Especially with regard to positive expectations, it might pay off to remain
moderately cautious. Third, cognitive and emotional hope, measured with the ATHS and
Herth Hope Index, do appear to have strong and robust positive relations with all compo-
nents of subjective well-being in this study. More generally, this research provides insight
into how findings on hope and subjective well-being from different disciplines can be
compared. Our findings have methodological implications, since they help to interpret the
relations between specific measures of hope and subjective well-being.Moreover, they have
important policy-implications. The strong relation between hope and subjective well-being
indicates that policies affecting hope, either in a positive or negative way, will also influence
well-being. Increased insecurities, affecting people’s perspective of the future, for example
because of temporary employment-contracts, increasing debts, or weakening social safety
nets, will therefore inevitably also affect people’s subjective well-being. Furthermore, it
means that interventions aimed at increasing hope can be used to simultaneously increase
subjective well-being, but also that policies aiming to raise either hope or subjective well-
being without taking into account the relation between the two may not be as effective. The
findings of this study could help to better understand the mechanisms underlying increased
well-being, and could be applied to for example public policy, education and health care.

A limitation of this study is that it used only two waves of data and a relatively small
sample. Therefore, we should be very cautious about making any causal inferences.
Future research could test the relations between different types of hope and well-being
in a larger sample, comprising more waves. Additionally, experimental set-ups would
be needed to study the causal relation between changing levels of hope and well-being.
Moreover, although we found indications that the relation between expectations and
some measures of hope and well-being is non-linear, more research is needed to
examine the level at which increased hope no longer improves well-being and to verify
which components of a hopeful disposition lead to diminishing returns in terms of well-
being.
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Table 7 Detailed analysis of existing studies on hope and happiness

Cognitive hope Emotional hope Positive expectations

(Snyder’s adult
trait hope scale;
Variations on
Snyder’s hope
scale)

(Herth hope index; Miller
hope scale; Beck
hopelessness scale)

(Trust in own future;
Positive expectations
about own future).;

Agency Pathways Hopefullness Hopelessness

Life satisfaction (Satisfaction with
life scale students life
satisfaction scale single item
life satisfaction questions)

++1 +8 ++15 021 ++26

++2 +9 ++16 --22 027

++3 +10 ++17 --23 +28

++4 +11 +++18 --24 +29

+5 +12 ++19 ---25 030

+++6 ++13 ++20 031

+++7 ++14 +33

++34

++35

++36

+37

++38

++39

Affect Balance Score +40 +++41 ---42 +++45

--43 046

--44 047

+48

049

+50

Positive affect +51 +52 +++54 --56 059

+53 ++55 −57

+60 --58

+++61

+62

++63

Negative affect 064 −65 ---67 ++68 −70

066 ++69

−71

−72

−73

−74

075

076

Overall happiness (Subjective
happiness scale; Single item
overall happiness questions)

++77 ++80 −82 +++83

+78 +81 084
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Table 7 (continued)

Cognitive hope Emotional hope Positive expectations

(Snyder’s adult
trait hope scale;
Variations on
Snyder’s hope
scale)

(Herth hope index; Miller
hope scale; Beck
hopelessness scale)

(Trust in own future;
Positive expectations
about own future).;

Agency Pathways Hopefullness Hopelessness

+++79

- = −0.40 - -0.20; −- = −0.60 - -0.40; −– = < −0.60; + = 0.20–0.40; ++ = 0.40–0.60; +++ > 0.60; 0 = −0.20 –
0.20
1 Bailey et al. (2007). SWLS versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.58, p < 0.01. Population: US (students)
2 Chang (2003). SWLS versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.54, p < 0.01. Population USA (middle aged
males)
3 Chang (2003). SWLS versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.41, p < 0.001. Population USA (middle aged
females)
4 Cotton Bronk et al. (2009). SWLS versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.58, p < 0.01
5 Bailey et al. (2007). QOLI (Quality of Life Inventory) versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.37, p < 0.001.
Population: US (students)
6 Smedema et al. (2014). SWLS versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.678, p < 0.01. Population: Adults with
spinal cord injuries
7 Kwon and Hugelshofer (2010). SWLS versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 062 p < 0.01. Population: LGB
adults in China
8 Bailey et al. (2007). SWLS versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.34, p < 0.01. Population: US (students)
9 Chang (2003). SWLS versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.32, p < 0.01. USA (middle aged males)
10 Chang (2003). SWLS versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.20, p < 0.01. USA (middle aged females)
11 Cotton Bronk et al. (2009). SWLS versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.36, p < 0.01
12 Bailey et al. (2007). QOLI (Quality of Life Inventory) versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.25, p < 0.001.
Population: US (students)
13 Smedema et al. (2014). SWLS versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.506, p < 0.01. Population: Adults
with spinal cord injuries
14 Kwon and Hugelshofer (2010). SWLS versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.56 p < 0.01. Population:
LGB adults in China
15 Rustoen et al. (2010). Life satisfaction versus HHI. R = 0.547, P < 0.01. Population: Cancer patients
16Wnuk et al. (2012). Life satisfaction versus HHI. R = 0.46, P < 0.01. Population: Poland (cancer patients)
17 Gestel-Timmermans et al. (2010). MANSA (life and domain satisfaction) versus HHI. R = 0.56, P < 0.05.
Population: Netherlands (patients with serious mental health problems)
18 Landeen et al. (2000). Cantrill ladder versus Miller Hope Scale. R = 0.68. No significance level reported.
Population: Canada (patients with schizophrenia)
19 Bunston et al. (1996) (In: Kalitzikus & Twohig eds., Bordering Biomedicine). Global quality of life versus
Herth Hope Index. R = 0.47, P < 0.01. (Cancer patients)
20 Coward (1996). Cognitive wellbeing versus HHI. R = 0.53, P < 0.01. Population: US
21 Costa and McCrae (1980). Life satisfaction versus Hopelessness scale. R = −0.18, p < 0.05. Population:
United States (35–85 aged white males (largely veterans)
22 Shek (1993). Life satisfaction versus hopelessness scale. R = −0.51, P < 0.01. Population: China (students)
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23 Chioqueta and Stiles (2007). Life satisfaction versus hopelessness scale. R = −0.57, P < 0.01. Population:
Norway (students)
24 Lucas et al. (1996). SWLS versus hopelessness scale. R = −0.49, P < 0.01. Population: US (students)
25 Lucas et al. (1996). Life satisfaction versus hopelessness scale. R = −0.60, P < 0.01. Population: US
(students)
26 Cheung (2016). Life satisfaction versus single item (“To what degree are you confident about your future?”).
R = 0.43, p < 0.01
27 Arampatzi et al. (2019). Life satisfaction (single item) versus positive expectations index. R = 0.14,.
Population: Greece
28Mähönen et al. (2012). Global wellbeing scale versus social expectations. R = 0.21, P < 0.05. Population:
Russian immigrants in Finland
29Mähönen et al. (2012). Global wellbeing scale X years later versus social expectations. R = 0.26, P < 0.01.
Population: Russian immigrants in Finland
30Mähönen et al. (2012). Global wellbeing scale versus economic expectations. R = 0.10, P > 0.05. Popula-
tion: Russian immigrants in Finland
31Mähönen et al. (2012). Global wellbeing scale X years later versus economic expectations. R = 0.12,
P > 0.05. Population: Russian immigrants in Finland
32 Emmons (1986). SWLS versus single item (“In the future, how likely is it that you will be successful in
achieving [personal goal]?”). R = 0.26, P < 0.05
33 Yalçin and Malkoç (2015). SWLS versus ATHS. R = 0.43 p < 0.01. Population: Turkey (students)
34 Bailey and Snyder (2007). SWLS versus ATHS. R = 0.51, p < 0.01. Population: US (students)
35Marques et al. (2013). Student’s Life Satisfaction Scale versus CHS. R = 0.55, p < 0.01. Population:
Portugal (adolescents)
36 Aghababaei et al. (2016). SWLS versus ATHS. R = 0.49, p < 0.01. Population: Iran (students)
37 Halama (2010). SWLS versus ATHS. R = 0.381, p < 0.01
38 Hutz et al. (2014). SWLS versus ATHS. R = 0.41 (no significance score). Population: Brazilian population
39 Hutz et al. (2014). SWLS versus ATHS. R = 0.54 (no significance score). Population: US population
40 Ziv et al. (2011). PANAS affect balance versus ATHS. R = 0.28, p < 0.05
41 Coward (1996). ABS versus HHI. R = 0.64, P < 0.01. Population: US
42 Costa and McCrae (1980). ABS versus Hopelessness scale. R = −0.61, p < 0.01
43 Sisask et al. (2009). WHO-5 versus Hopelessness scale. R = −0.412, P < 0.05. Population: Norway (suicide
attempters)
44 Sisask et al. (2009). WHO-5 versus Hopelessness scale, single item. R = −0.332, P < 0.05. Population:
Norway (suicide attempters)
45 Kamman and Flett (1983). ABS (Affect Balance Score) vs single item (“My future looks good). R = +.61
p < 0.01. Population: New Zealand (18+)
46Mähönen et al. (2012). Mood versus social expectations. R = 0.14, P > 0.05. Population: Russian immi-
grants in Finland
47Mähönen et al. (2012). Mood versus economic expectations. R = 0.04, P > 0.05. Population: Russian
immigrants in Finland
48Mähönen et al. (2012). Mood 1 year later versus social expectations. R = 0.21, P < 0.05. Population: Russian
immigrants in Finland
49Mähönen et al. (2012). Mood 1 year later versus economic expectations. R = 0.04, P > 0.05. Population:
Russian immigrants in Finland
50 Emmons (1986). Affect Balance Scale versus single item (“In the future, how likely is it that you will be
successful in achieving [personal goal]?”). R = 0.31, P < 0.01
51 Lu and Hsu (2013). PANAS positive affect versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.29, p < 0.05. Population:
student athletes in Taiwan
52 Ziv et al. (2011). PANAS positive affect versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.31, p < 0.05
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53 Lu and Hsu (2013). PANAS positive affect versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = 0.34, p < 0.05. Population:
student athletes in Taiwan
54Wnuk et al. (2012). Feeling loved versus HHI. R = 0.87, R < 0.01. Population: Poland (cancer patients)
55 Bunston et al. (1996) (In: Kalitzikus & Twohig eds., Bordering Biomedicine). ABS positive affect versus
Herth Hope Index. R = 0.52, P < 0.01. (Cancer patients)
56 Velting (1999). Positive emotions from the big five personality scale NEO Personality Inventory versus
hopelessness scale. R = -0.49, P < 0.01. Population: US (Students)
57 Lucas et al. (1996). PANAS positive affect versus hopelessness scale. R = −0.27, P < 0.01. Population: US
(students)
58 Lucas et al. (1996). ABS positive affect versus hopelessness scale. R = -0.55, P < 0.01. Population: US
(Students)
59 Emmons (1986). Positive affect versus single item (“In the future, how likely is it that you will be successful
in achieving [personal goal]?”). R = 0.13, P > 0.05
60 Yalçin and Malkoç (2015). SPANE positive affect versus ATHS. R = 0.39 p < 0.01. Population: Turkey
(students)
61 Gallagher and Lopez (2009). PANAS positive affect versus RSHS. R = 0.62 p < 0.05. Population: US
(students)
62 Hutz et al. (2014). PANAS positive affect versus ATHS. R = 0.39 (no significance score). Population:
Brazilian population
63 Hutz et al. (2014). PANAS positive affect versus ATHS. R = 0.43 (no significance score). Population: US
population
64 Lu and Hsu (2013). PANAS negative affect versus ATHS agency subscale. R = 0.01 N.S. Population:
student athletes in Taiwan
65 Ziv et al. (2011). PANAS negative affect versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = −0.28, p < 0.05
66 Lu and Hsu (2013). PANAS negative affect versus ATHS pathways subscale. R = −0.12 N.S. Population:
student athletes in Taiwan
67Wnuk et al. (2012). Feeling lonely versus HHI. R = −0.65, R < 0.01. Population: Poland (cancer patients)
68 Lucas et al. (1996). PANAS negative affect versus hopelessness scale. R = 0.40, P < 0.01. Population: US
(Students)
69 Lucas et al. (1996). PANAS negative affect versus hopelessness scale. R = 0.55, P < 0.01. Population: US
(students)
70 Emmons (1986). Negative affect versus single item (“In the future, how likely is it that you will be
successful in achieving [personal goal]?”). R = −0.34, P < 0.01
71 Yalçin and Malkoç (2015). SPANE negative affect versus ATHS. R = −0.32 p < 0.01. Population: Turkey
(students)
72 Gallagher and Lopez (2009). PANAS negative affect versus RSHS. R = −0.38 p < 0.05. Population: US
(students)
73 Yalçin and Malkoç (2015). SPANE negative affect versus ASHS. R = −0.34 p < 0.01. Population: Turkey
(students)
74 Hutz et al. (2014). PANAS negative affect versus ATHS. R = -0.34 (no significance score). Population:
Brazilian population
75 Hutz et al. (2014). PANAS negative affect versus ATHS. R = -0.11 (no significance score). Population: US
population
76 Ong et al. (2006). PANAS negative affect versus ATHS. R = −0.15 N.S. Population: US population
77 Gallagher and Lopez (2009). SHS versus RSHS. R = 0.50, p < 0.05. Population: US (students)
78 Aghababaei et al. (2016). SHS versus ATHS. R = 0.38, p < 0.01. Population: Iran (students)
79 Abdel-Khalek (2006). Happiness versus ATHS. R = 0.68, p < 0.01. Population: Kuwait (students)
80Wnuk et al. (2012). Happiness in recent days versus HHI. R = 0.42, P < 0.01. Population: Poland (cancer
patients)
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