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't Het nog nooit, nog nooit zo donker west 
Of 't wer altied wel weer licht 

Ede Staal 
 

 
 
 
This lyric, written in the Groningen dialect, roughly translates to ‘it has never 

been so dark, yet the light always returns’. Groningen is the Dutch province where gas 
extraction and subsequent earthquakes have caused a wide range of problems for 
residents and for social relations in this region. Earthquakes damage homes and those 
affected by damages face procedural hassles that can take so many years that they 
become a bewildering burden and intractable morass in people’s lives – a theme known 
from novels such as Dickens’ Bleak house and Kafka’s Der Prozess. It is therefore no 
coincidence that Ede Staal’s song was adopted by protesters in Groningen, for whom 
these problems represent the darkest of times. It is not a protest song that accuses: it 
means to instill courage and hope. It illustrates my scientific interest in hope: hope as a 
resource even in the darkest of times. 

The consequences of the gas extraction – earthquakes, damage, concerns about 
safety and subsequent rearrangement of social relations – has been the subject of a 
large-scale research project focusing on the psychosocial impact of the gas extraction in 
the province of Groningen (Gronings Perspectief). The research shows that issues such 
as feelings of unsafety cause health problems in a large group of people in Groningen 
(Stroebe et al., 2021a; Stroebe et al., 2021b). Moreover, it has made clear, time and 
time again, that affected citizens are concerned about their future in Groningen, and 
that this is what causes considerable stress in their lives. Yet, citizens continue to show 
remarkable resilience in the face of adversity, fight for their rights, and sing about the 
light returning. I have been one of the researchers in this project since 2016, and early 
on these observations seeded a broad question that inspired me: How do people who 
face this long-term adversity in the context of the gas extraction persevere? The initial 

1
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impression of myself and my supervisors was that feelings of hope might play a key 
role.  

The concept of hope has already been subject to many philosophical, 
theological and psycho-social musings. It has been described as a tool, a virtue, and a 
necessity. On the other hand, Nietzsche described hope as “the worst of all evils 
because it protracts the torments of man” (Nietzsche & Hollingdale, 1996, p. 45), 
providing quite an opposite view on hope. Negative perspectives on hope have been 
described in psychological literature as well. These include topics such as false hope 
(Musschenga, 2019; Polivy & Herman, 2000), hope for immoral things (Averill et al., 
1990) or the suggestion that hope can undermine striving for positive outcomes (e.g., 
actions to achieve social change; Hasan-Aslih et al., 2019). Eliott and Olver (2002) 
have aptly described hope both as a resource or a burden, and as a warrant for action or 
an excuse for inaction. But even though individual scholars have pointed to hope’s 
problematic side, in the scientific literature hope is overwhelmingly considered a 
positive factor. For example, hope can be a powerful narrative aiding people facing 
adversity or disease (Nierop-van Baalen et al., 2016). Hope can also be a predictor of 
well-being: Feelings of hope are associated with better health and greater recovery after 
adversity such as stressful or traumatic life events (e.g., Leamy et al., 2011; Visser et al., 
2013). This illustrates the complexity of the phenomenon of hope, which connects to a 
broader, underlying question of my dissertation: seeing as hope can either have a 
positive or negative impact, how does hope function in dealing with adversity? More 
specifically, I will consider various key questions in this dissertation to provide insights 
into the relationship between hope, health, and adversity. I will briefly discuss these 
questions before discussing the relevant literature.  

First, in the research I conducted with my supervisors, we were interested in 
the relationship between hope and health and we wanted to see how, over time, hope 
predicts health in the contexts of these adverse events. We aim to study this 
relationship longitudinally in order to understand the development of hope and health, 
and their relationship to each other, over time. Additionally, to better understand how 
hope works in adversity contexts, we assess these relationships for different levels of 
adversity.  

Second, we were interested in whether people differentiate between general 
and adversity-specific hope, and between hope for the self and hope for the collective. 
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This question is largely based on interviews with affected citizens where we repeatedly 
noticed them making these distinctions. The aim of this study was to measure this 
quantitatively, and to study if there is added value in differentiating between different 
domains in which people can vest their hope, by relating them to health. 

Finally, we were interested in how people invoke hope when speaking about 
long-term adversity. While the overwhelming majority of psychologists portray hope as 
something positive, philosophers such as Nietzsche have been critical of the function of 
hope. We are therefore interested whether there might also be negative sides of hope 
prevalent in people’s accounts of their experiences with adversity related to gas 
extraction and earthquakes. We will relate these insights to current (psychological) 
conceptualizations of hope. 

As hope is prevalent in many fields of science (such as philosophy, theology, 
health care, and psychology), and definitions greatly differ, I will first examine multiple 
perspectives on hope, and definitions of hope, in this introduction that are relevant for 
this dissertation. Then, I will elaborate on current insights into hope and health, also 
discussing how both may be affected by adversity. Finally, I will give a brief overview of 
the dissertation.  
 

Perspectives on hope 
 

While the word ‘hope’ is very commonly used in daily life, it is quite difficult 
to explain what hope is conceptually. This is interesting, because hope is very prevalent 
in the stories we tell. Be it through literature, music, theater, or politics; (lack of) hope 
is strikingly often a story device, an outcome, or an activator. Consider for example the 
iconic 2008 presidential campaign poster that only contained an illustration of Barack 
Obama’s face and in capital letters the word “hope”; the famous quotes “hope springs 
eternal” by Alexander Pope or “hope is the thing with feathers” by Emily Dickinson; or 
the 1977 movie that started the entire Star Wars franchise entitled “A New Hope”. 
Hope is also prevalent in our everyday speech: “I hope the weather gets better,” “let’s 
hope for the best”, and “I hope Reviewer 2 is nice to me” are commonly used sentences. 
But a true consensus on what these expressions may have in common and consequently 
on what hope is, has not been reached. In the next paragraphs we will explore the 

1
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different perspectives on hope, aiming to reach a better understanding of the multi-
faceted nature of hope.  
 
Hope for a goal to be achieved 

In the current scientific psychological literature on hope, it is clear that there is 
one dominant operationalization of hope: Snyder’s Hope Theory and the 
corresponding Hope Scale1 (Snyder et al., 1991). According to this theory, hope 
consists of two parts: agency and pathways. Pathways are the ways in which one can 
envision to reach a goal (measured for example with “I can think of many ways to reach 
my current goals”), and agency is the self-efficacy to be able to follow these pathways 
(measured for example with “at the present time, I am energetically pursuing my goals). 
It is interesting to note that the scale does not contain the word ‘hope’ — rather, it is 
focused on the ability to reach goals, which the authors argue is a vital element of hope. 
Studies using this approach and this scale often focus on academic achievements or 
sport performance; situations in which a concrete outcome or goal are easy to imagine 
and are something that one can personally achieve. In other words, in these studies 
hope means having a vision of a concrete goal and the belief one is able to reach that 
goal. This form of hope is positively related to health and well-being, such as lower 
levels of depression and anxiety (Visser et al., 2013) and higher quality of life in cancer 
sufferers (Martins et al., 2018).  

While these insights are important, we note some concerns about this 
operationalization and this scale measuring hope. For example, Hansen and colleagues 
(2020) argue that the scale is too narrowly western and show methodological issues 
(such as strong ceiling effects and a lack of hypothesized correlates). But more 
importantly, there are conceptual concerns. First, Tong and colleagues (2010) showed 
that for the layperson, the concept of hope is associated with agency thinking, but not 
with pathways thinking, illustrating that Hope Theory may not line up with a ‘real life’ 
experience of hope. Additionally, Scioli (2020) argues that items on this scale 

 
1 There are several similar versions of this scale, such as the Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991), the 
State Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1996), and the Children’s Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1997). 
Discussing these scales and how they differ goes beyond the scope of this introduction, so for 
purposes of clarity we will refer to the collective of these scales as ‘Snyder’s Hope Scale’ as they are 
similar enough in nature for my argument. 
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conceptually resemble items reflecting self-efficacy rather than hope. And lastly, 
Braithwaite (2004) argues that Hope Theory only considers individual actions, and not 
political and societal influences on a person’s ability to hope. The idea that hope is 
more than just experiences of individual levels of agency and pathways is supported by 
Bruininks and Malle (2005) and Hansen and colleagues (2020) who both suggest that 
hope might manifest differently in contexts where there are few possibilities to affect 
the outcome at hand. This, in the context of Groningen earthquakes, is problematic, 
because citizens have little individual control over the adversity they face. In fact, the 
hope that is needed in people’s lives is often dependent on others, such as the Dutch 
government. Taken together, these articles suggest that Snyder’s Hope Theory and its 
corresponding scale might be beneficial to use when approaching hope merely as goal-
directed efficacy, but for any understanding of hope beyond that, such as in real-life 
adversity contexts or in contexts where people experience little personal control, Hope 
Theory does not suffice. 

Other well-known and validated scales measuring hope face similar challenges. 
The Herth Hope Index (Herth, 1992) for example, is based on a conceptualization of 
hope by Dufault and Martocchio (1985) which considers an “ uncertain future good” 
that is “realistically possible and personally significant”. While this conceptualization 
offers a broader perspective on hope than Hope Theory does, the items themselves 
raise the question if they are really about hope. Some examples of items are, “I am all 
alone,” “I have short, intermediate and long-range goals”, and “I can recall happy and 
joyful times”. Interestingly, the word “hope” itself does not make an appearance in this 
scale either2, and it is not clear to me how the items relate to the definition of hope as 
an uncertain but significant future good.  

In sum, many of the most common perspectives on hope in psychology are 
about the hopes that people may have to achieve concrete outcomes or goals. Both for 
conceptual and operational reasons, I reached the conclusion that it is likely that these 
approaches are missing important aspects of hope entirely. Neither Snyder’s Hope 
Theory nor various other scales that have been developed consider real-life adversity 
contexts or contexts where people experience little personal control. And for reasons 
discussed further on, these are precisely the contexts where hope may matter the most 

 
2 The Beck Hopelessness Scale (Beck & Weissman, 1974) is one of the few common scales that 
actually uses the word “hope” in the items, albeit in only one of twenty.  

1
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to people. It is interesting to examine hope in a context in which people experience 
adversity that largely lies outside of their personal control. 
 
Hope for social change  

As explained, we believe it is important to study hope in a context of adversity 
to be able to understand the concept of hope. A large school of work on hope considers 
hope within a context that is considered ‘hopeless’ by many: the intractable Israeli-
Palestinian conflict (Leshem & Halperin, 2020). Similar to the hope-for-a-goal 
perspective, hope in this context can be related to specific and potentially attainable 
goals (i.e., peace), but there are some fundamental differences about the properties of 
the goals. First, there is much more at stake, and like we mentioned before, the 
situation may even be considered hopeless, in the sense that certain goals (which are 
theoretically attainable, such as a peaceful settlement or a two-state solution) may seem 
completely unrealistic. Moreover, outcomes relating to peace are more abstract, and are 
collective outcomes, in contrast to the personal everyday goals that dominate the 
previously discussed hope-as-goal literature.  

Because the goals and contexts are so very different, the psychological 
constructs in relation to those goals also differ. According to Snyder’s Hope Theory, 
hope is the result of being able to think of pathways towards the goal and experiencing 
agency, but in the literature on intractable conflicts, hope is focused around two other 
components: the wish or desire for some outcome (in this case a desire for conflict 
resolution), and one’s expectation that this may occur (i.e., one’s assessment that it may 
be possible or impossible) (Leshem & Halperin, 2020). So rather than “can I do it”, the 
question becomes “do I want it and do I think it may occur”. In line with this analysis, 
hope has been defined in this approach as a belief in the possibility of meaningful 
change (Cohen-Chen & Van Zomeren, 2018).  

Turning towards the psychological functions of hope for the individual, in this 
dimension the hope-for-change literature is decidedly on the positive side of the 
spectrum. Hope is seen as an instigator of political change, as an essential component 
to achieve peace; as something vital to motivate people towards a desirable end state 
outside of oneself. Or to put it in psychological terms, hope is an emotion that 
motivates people to take action for change (Halperin & Gross, 2011). Interestingly, in 
this literature there are some papers that point to workings of hope that are not as 
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positive as this. Some scholars have pointed out that hope might sometimes undermine 
the motivation for change when hope is vested in the ‘wrong’ outcome (which in this 
case is harmony with the outgroup rather than equality; Hasan-Aslih et al., 2019). But 
even in this case, the perspective on hope is still that it is a psychological mechanism 
seen as a motivator for action, necessary for a positive outcome. For the purposes of the 
current work, we aim to approach hope more broadly than this. Whereas approaching 
hope as a motivator is useful in studying how experiencing hope may impact important 
political outcomes, we think it is also important to consider the value of hope for an 
individual’s well-being through a broader perspective rather than as a means to an end.  
 
Hope as a resource in coping with adversity 

Lastly, we discuss a fundamentally different perspective on hope, in a 
fundamentally different type of adversity, which can be found in the literature on 
coping with incurable disease. This is also context a chronic adversity, but unlike the 
hope-for-change literature it is a form of adversity that is experienced at the personal 
level (having a disease) rather than the collective level (conflict within one’s country). 
In line with the social change literature, hope is also seen as a motivator for action (in 
the context of research on health, this could be health promoting behavior). And 
similar to the hope-for-a-goal literature, hope is sometimes discussed in terms of 
concrete goals such as ‘hoping for a cure’. But it is a literature in which scholars have 
also emphasized that hope may be a more complex and multifaceted psychological 
phenomenon. Antelius (2018) concludes after interviewing patients that “hope, within 
this clinical setting, is not about being cured; hence it is not about the future” (p. 338), 
which goes against many conceptualizations of hope. Rather, this body of literature 
mainly focuses on hope as a coping resource. When hope as a coping resource is present 
in patients, they perceive this as beneficial, because “hope enabled the patient to endure 
a trying situation” (Eliott & Olver, 2002, p. 189). Conceptually, this is an important 
finding: it identifies an aspect of hope that is not included in Snyder’s Hope theory and 
not in the hope-for-change approach either. Essentially, it means that hope is the 
positive parallel of despair, in the sense that hope mounts when people find themselves 
in situations that are hopeless.  

This literature also provides some indications for negative sides of hope. An 
example of how experiencing hope can be maladaptive for health can be found in a 

1
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study where patients who knew their illness would be temporary (and thus had hope 
for a better future) showed lower life satisfaction than patients knowing their illness 
would be permanent (and who had to come to terms with the knowledge there was no 
hope left) (Smith et al., 2009). The explanation for this phenomenon is that hoping for 
a cure may, in some situations, halt acceptance of the inevitable and thereby interfere 
with positive behavioral and social adaptation (e.g., resigning oneself, acceptance of 
death, making last amends).  

Another example of how this literature provides a more nuanced and complex 
account of the multiple functions of hope is that, in contrast to the approaches 
discussed above, this literature acknowledges that hope may be adaptive if what is 
hoped for changes (e.g., from hope for a cure to hope for a dignified death) rather than 
remaining fixed on one specific positive outcome (e.g., hoping for a cure when there is 
none, or hoping to still go on holiday with one’s family when that is simply no longer a 
realistic prospect). As Godfrey (1987, p. 226) puts it: “Giving up on one image of hope 
does not mean that a person has lost hope.” An example of this phenomenon can be 
found in a study by Eaves and colleagues (2014), who found that patients with chronic 
orofacial pain updated what they hoped for over the course of a year based on new 
experiences and information. Whilst this still means that hope can be a positive resource 
for patients that helps them cope with discomfort and which stops them from falling 
into despair, it can also mean that unless the object of hope changes to that which is still 
attainable, hope can become counterproductive and a burden to those patients and 
family. Therefore, when a cure is no longer realistically attainable, it may benefit 
people to shift their hope to other meaningful outcomes “that similarly maintain 
engagement in life” (Eliott & Olver, 2009, p. 633).  

In sum, rather than seeing hope as a vessel of energy that sustains and 
motivates people to continue striving for desired outcomes, the coping literature 
considers hope as a resource that can help people navigate adversity, but that can also 
be counterproductive. Hope can help people cope especially when those who are 
hopeful show flexibility in the outcomes they hope for. Only when hoping for a 
realistic outcome, which may not be positive, does hope provide the psychological 
benefits that helps these patients cope with the adversity at hand.  

Summarizing the three perspectives we discussed, we see that hope is very 
often portrayed as the assessment that an outcome can be achieved (as seen in Snyder’s 
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Hope Theory). However, this may not be applicable in contexts of adversity for several 
reasons, as illustrated by the literature on hope for social change and hope in the 
context of incurable disease. In the latter literature, hope is seen as a coping resource 
rather than a goal-directed emotion or an instrument for change. The hope-as-coping-
resource literature, then, gives a richer and more fine-grained analysis of what hope is 
for those who suffer with incurable disease. But from our perspective, what is notable is 
that at the end of the day there remains an overriding assumption that hope is a source 
of strength as the end nears. In other words, this literature also shows a notable absence 
of the bitter connotations of hope that philosophers are so intrigued by.  
 
The perspective on hope in this dissertation  

It becomes clear that even within the psychological literature there are many 
different perspectives on hope3. Having discussed these perspectives, how do we 
conceptualize hope in this dissertation? I will address three factors that should be 
considered when conceptualizing hope. 

First, to understand the concept of hope, I think it is important to study hope 
particularly in contexts of adversity and not just in everyday goal attainment settings, 
because we think that hope is most relevant in a context of adversity. Or, in other 
words, it is through adversity that hope becomes psychologically relevant. I also 
propose that without hope, adversity is insurmountable, and without adversity, hope is 
void. The following example shows both how much bigger hope is than everyday 
situations, as well as how much ‘heavy lifting’ it can do in adversity. Primo Levi (1959) 
suggests that in the hell of Auschwitz, it was hope that stopped humans from crossing 
the threshold of despair. This aspect of hope is not about emotions triggered by 
appraisals in goal pursuit, but stems from ‘the conviction that life has purpose [that] is 
rooted in every fibre of man’ (Levi, 1959, p. 71, see also Geras, 2016). In line with this 

 
3 Averill and Sundararajan (2004) state that one way to get a more clear picture of what hope is, is to 
assess what it is not. “For example, the concept, ‘good,’ has different implications for a person who 
contrasts it with ‘evil,’ ‘immoral,’ and ‘cruel’ than it does for a person who contrasts it with ‘failure,’ 
‘malfunction,’ and ‘misfortune.’” (p. 148). Obvious antonyms of hope are ‘hopelessness’ or ‘despair’ 
(‘wanhoop’ in Dutch). However, in some contexts some might also say it is antonymous to 
‘discouragement’, ‘fear’, ‘gloom’, ‘disappointment’, ‘giving up’, ‘prospectlessness’, ‘skepticism’ or even 
‘indifference’, ‘distrust’ or ‘nostalgia’. These antonyms all show a different nuance of hope, which is 
food for thought. 

1
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idea, I propose that it is adversity and despair that give rise to hope. Accordingly, this 
dissertation focuses on the objective and subjective desperateness of the situation, in 
tandem with the subjective experience of hope.  

Secondly, it follows from the above paragraph that intrinsically, hope is a 
highly ambivalent emotion: it may benefit the individual who experiences it, but the 
presence of hope may also be an indication of the person’s despair. And hope may 
mount as situations get more desperate. Notable is that this underlying sense of 
despair, or even the presence of adversity, is sometimes entirely neglected in the 
scientific literature on hope. Studies using the Snyder Hope Scale don’t consider 
adversity at all, the samples used tend to be in the prime of their life and (although I 
don’t mean to belittle the challenges of higher education), and the studies focus on 
situations that are not as desperate as can be, for most (e.g., student samples who are 
asked about challenging exams and such). It is striking that they tend to sample either 
situations that objectively appear to be ‘everyday’ and mundane (e.g., as in Snyder’s 
work) or situations that are quite bleak if not completely hopeless (e.g., as in the work 
on hope for change, or in the incurable disease literature). In order to examine this 
phenomenon of hope rising in tandem with situations with no prospects left, in this 
dissertation I study hope for different levels of adversity.  

In sum, because I believe that hope and adversity are inseparable, it follows 
that the relevance of hope indicates the presence of adversity. This means that hope 
veils misery. The current literature overwhelmingly approaches hope as a positive factor 
in life, but the fact that hope is needed signals that something is wrong. This, paired 
with the bitter connotations of hope that philosophers are so intrigued by, leads in this 
dissertation to a perspective on hope as something not wholly positive.  

Finally, only by studying hope in contexts where outcomes are not likely or 
even lie entirely outside of the control of participants or collectives, can we fully 
conceptualize and understand hope. Current perspectives on hope are often centered 
around what an individual can do to reach a goal (like in the Snyder Hope Scale). 
Although we do agree that feelings of agency can lead to hope, we do not agree hope 
should be defined by it. We argue that even when there is no individual agency, hope 
may still persist, because it may be directed to others. A lack of agency or personal 
control may impact what people hope for, or who people have hope in (others or the 
self).  
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The context of this dissertation  

We believe the Groningen context is a suitable context to study hope. To 
illustrate my perspective on hope, we briefly want to explain this context in which this 
dissertation was written. According to a recent review on the state of affairs, there were 
on average 1,000 new reports of damage to houses per week in 2020 (Hupkes et al., 
2021). Some of these damages take years to repair (including all necessary research, 
inspections, and paperwork). Furthermore, over 28,000 houses have been identified as 
needing fortification. As of October 2021, only 8% of these houses have been fortified 
(Nationaal Coördinator Groningen, 2021). Residents experienced diminished feelings 
of physical, financial, and emotional safety (Postmes et al., 2018). Furthermore, stress-
related health problems are approximately double compared to a control group whose 
homes were not. In 2017, it was estimated that 10,000 citizens suffer from stress-
related health problems (Postmes et al., 2017). King Willem-Alexander’s annual 
address to the country in September 2021 illustrates that this is still an ongoing 
problem for citizens. Near the end of his speech, he said: “Finally, the government 
needs to take a good look at itself. The settlement of the earthquake damage in 
Groningen has been too slow for too long. [...] Errors must be corrected and those 
entitled to compensation must receive it as soon as possible. That remains an absolute 
priority for the government.” It begs the question whether affected citizens feel like 
they are an absolute priority for the government.  

The problems in Groningen pose some interesting challenges when it comes 
to hope. First, it is a chronic and slowly developing disaster that has held the province 
in its grasp for years, forcing citizens to ‘patiently wait’ for a satisfying outcome. This 
provides us with a context in which many citizens feel powerless (Perlaviciute et al., 
2017; Stroebe et al., 2021a) and can easily be experienced as hopeless by some. At the 
same time, citizens are variably affected and some don’t experience hopelessness at all 
and remain hopeful even though objectively they have faced the same serious adversity 
for many years. This context therefore provides us with a diverse sample of citizens 
who face varying levels of adversity, and we also expect to find varying levels of hope. 
Second, the problems are subject to decisions by and actions of national and local 
governments, making citizens powerless in many situations. Taking action in their own 
hands seems impossible, especially if they don’t have the financial means to do this. 

1
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This means that agency is very limited. The combination of the longevity and 
powerlessness characterizes the situation as prospectless, at least for a sizable 
proportion. To summarize, this context not only provides us with relevant and pressing 
societal questions; it also provides us with a promising context to learn about the 
various forms of hope that people could experience. 
 

Relation to health 
 

A big part of this dissertation is the relation of hope to health. Thus, a general 
question this dissertation seeks to answer is to what extent is it beneficial for health to 
have hope? In this section, I give an overview of the relevant literature on this 
relationship. We also incorporate adversity in this discussion. Adversity in the short 
term usually leads to negative health effects, but we think hope is an essential element 
in mitigating this effect.  

In the section on hope as a coping resource I have already discussed some of 
the positive and negative impacts hope may have on health: Hope may give people the 
strength to cope with enduring situations, but it can also be maladaptive. There is also 
a large body of literature that explicitly links hope to several health outcomes (Pleeging 
et al., 2019). In this literature, there is broad support that hope and health tend to be 
positively related overall, but there is little causal evidence that hope benefits health. In 
other words: it could go either way, with healthy individuals being more hopeful, or 
hope benefiting health and well-being. Studies show that health indices such as stress 
and depression are indeed associated with levels of hope (Yarcheski & Mahon, 2016). 
Higher hope has been connected to better mental health (Halama & Dedová, 2007), 
and more specifically to lower levels of anxiety (Arnau et al., 2007) and depression 
(Arnau et al., 2007; Gum & Ayalon, 2018).  

Moreover, hope seems to play a role also when facing adversity. Clinicians 
have long assumed that even under the most dire personal circumstances, such as 
incurable cancer, it is essential to remain hopeful (Rustøen et al., 2010). I briefly want 
to mention the maladaptive potential of hope again (Smith et al., 2009), but overall, 
hope has more often been found to help patients adjust to health-related adversity in 
the form of physical disease such as multiple sclerosis and chronic pain (Madan & 
Pakenham, 2014; Pulvers & Hood, 2013). In addition, hope and health are also 
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associated when facing adversity that is not caused by health problems. Research 
studying the relationship between hope and health in the context of Hurricane Harvey 
(Long et al., 2020) shows that hope is strongly related to well-being and posttraumatic 
growth after experiencing a disaster. 

A potential weakness of this body of literature is that the majority of studies 
are cross-sectional (e.g., Rustøen et al., 2010; Scioli et al., 2016): the direction of the 
relationship between hope and health remains unclear. The few longitudinal studies of 
this relationship that have been conducted, show promising results, for example that 
change in hope predicted change in diabetes (Van Allen et al., 2015), and that people 
who were more hopeless showed more depressive symptoms years later (Gum & 
Ayalon, 2018). These studies suggest roughly the same pattern: hope impacts future 
health. However, very strong evidence for a causal effect is not present, and while we 
know quite a bit about the cross-sectional relationship between hope and health in 
patient samples, we know very little about the long-term relationship between hope 
and health in the context of long-term collective adversity, which is what I will address 
in this dissertation.  
 

Dissertation overview 

Chapter 2 

In Chapter 2, we further analyze the relationship between hope and health. 
We analyze this relationship longitudinally, exploring indications for causality. While 
there is evidence for cross-sectional relationships, longitudinal evidence is lacking. 
Furthermore, we analyzed this relationship in a context of adversity. Studies 
investigating hope and health often ignore the particular characteristics of the adversity 
context that may lead to despair (and thereby increase the relevance of hope), leaving 
gaps in our understanding of how adversity and hope interact in relation to health.  

Using four waves of panel data, we first show that a change of scores on hope 
precede a change of scores on three different health measures. This confirms that there 
is a bidirectional relationship between hope and health. Secondly, we show that hope is 
especially associated with health among those people who face more severe adversity. 
This means that especially when situations are most difficult, and therefore in 
situations where logically despair could be experienced, remaining hopeful begins to 

1
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play a role in buffering the extent to which people suffer from negative health 
outcomes due to the adversity they face. 
 
Chapter 3 

As Chapter 2 showed that the interplay between experiencing hope and 
experiencing adversity is important for well-being, we wanted to learn more about how 
people experience hope when facing adversity: for example, does adversity undermine 
all hope, or only adversity-specific hope? Thus, the first aim of Chapter 3 was to study 
whether people distinguish between general hope, and hope regarding adversity. We 
had already found some indications for this distinction in the interviews we conducted 
at the time with affected citizens. Sometimes people spoke about a general sense of 
hope, like how we had operationalized it in Chapter 2. But we also saw that people 
distinguished between 1) hope for themselves and their own situation, and 2) hope for 
the collective, others, and Groningen as a whole. For example, they talked about hope 
that something in their personal situation would change, like earthquake damage 
finally being fixed. Others talked about hope for Groningen, and hoping that the most 
strongly affected would be okay. This was interesting to us, because what would it 
mean for well-being if you lost hope for the collective, but remained hopeful for 
yourself?  

In this chapter we quantitatively measure whether people do dissociate 
different ‘types’ of hope, or in other words, whether configurations of hope indeed 
occur. We again asked about a general sense of hope, and in addition to that two items 
about 1) hope for the self regarding adversity, and 2) for the collective regarding 
adversity. Through a latent profile analysis we showed that about half of the sample 
indeed dissociates between general versus specific hope, or between hope for 
themselves versus for others. Further results show that these dissociations are also 
related to health; overall the health of ‘dissociators’ was slightly better than that of 
those who were moderate or low on all types of hope. Thus, this paper shows that 
distinguishing between different ‘types’ of hope is advantageous in the face of adversity. 
 
Chapter 4 
 When initially analyzing interviews with affected citizens for the Gronings 
Perspectief project, I noticed that many people spoke about hope, without being asked 
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about it explicitly. However, their messages were not very hopeful. Some examples of 
citations from the interviews are:  
 

• “We were actually hoping [our entire house] would collapse,” 
• “I really, truly hope that people don’t get physically hurt, because then all hell will 

break loose, then a war will begin,” and 
• “I don’t expect the big earthquake to happen as soon as tomorrow, but if it does 

happen, I hope it kills me at once.” 
 

As these expressions of hope are a stark contrast to the general sentiment in the 
psychological literature, where hope is overwhelmingly portrayed as a positive factor for 
well-being, we had the desire to analyze more precisely what people are conveying 
when they talk about experiencing “hope”. We revisited some of our participants who 
had spontaneously mentioned hope. The purpose of this return visit was not just to 
“replicate” the interpretations we had formed about discourses of hope in the first wave, 
but also because we hoped to shore up our interpretations of what speakers were trying 
to convey when they mentioned “hope”, by also asking them about hope explicitly this 
second time. The results of this analysis are reported in Chapter 4. The main purpose 
was simply to shed light on how people invoke hope when speaking about the long-
term adversity they faced. Additionally, we were interested in how these reflections on 
hope relate to current psychological conceptualizations of hope. This chapter shows an 
interesting paradox, that is in line with the findings in the other chapters of this 
dissertation but that also adds new insights: language invoking hope is mainly used by 
participants who are experiencing low hope. On the other hand, we also saw that hope 
can be consciously reasoned and can consequently be a ‘life raft’ for people in the most 
desperate times. But in both cases, hope seems to only become psychologically relevant 
in situations with very little perspective or agency. In some cases, a person may speak of 
hope when they are expressing otherwise unspeakable forms of despair, such as 
contemplations of suicide or of becoming violent with another person. Our conclusion 
is that although there are many positive ways of speaking about hope, it would be naive 
to assume that when people say they are hopeful this means that they are fine, content, 
and optimistic.  

 

1
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