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Introduction
The study of hope, as a goal-directed and future-oriented concept, features prominently as a focus 
of scientific inquiry in positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Snyder, 2004). 
Although it shares conceptual similarity with a number of other future-oriented constructs (Krafft, 
Martin-Krumm, & Fenouillet, 2017), hope is defined as a cognitive and dispositional process that 
involves agency and pathways for reaching one’s goals (Snyder, 1995, 2002, 2004; Snyder, 
Cheavens, & Sympson, 1997; Snyder et al., 1991). Other goal-directed constructs include optimism 
(Alarcon, Bowling, & Khazon, 2013; Scheier & Carver, 1985), self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1997), 
meaning in life (Schnell, 2009; Steger, 2012), curiosity (Kashdan et al., 2009) and motivation (ed. 
Ryan, 2012). Hope differs from these concepts because it foregrounds all the three goal-pursuit 
elements, namely agency, pathways and goals, equally (Marques, Lopez, Rose, & Robinson, 2014). 
Whilst pathways thinking refers to the perceived ability to generate routes that lead to the desired 
goals, agentic thinking represents the cognitive willpower or energy, which propels people to 
move towards their goals (Snyder, 1995). Thus, high hope ‘reflects an elevated sense of mental 
energy and pathways for goals’ (Snyder, 1995, p. 355).

Initially thought to be too vague to study and measure (see Snyder, 1995), hope in addition to 
Snyder’s model (Snyder, 1995, 2002; Snyder et al., 1991), is now conceptualised and operationalised 
through a plethora of approaches (e.g. Bernardo, 2010; Krafft et al., 2017; Maree & Maree, 2005; 
Maree, Maree, & Collins, 2008; Scioli, Ricci, Nyugen, & Scioli, 2011). Perceived hope refers to 
the conception of hope as perceived and experienced by ordinary people and encompassing 
spiritual, religious and altruistic dimensions (Krafft et al., 2017). Locus of hope is described as 
‘whether the components of trait hope involve internal or external agents and internally or 
externally generated pathways’ (Bernardo, 2010, p. 945). Conceptualising hope expressed as an 
emotion, Scioli et al. (2011) proposed integrated hope as a future-directed, four-channel emotion 
network made up of mastery, attachment, survival and spiritual systems. Maree (Maree & 
Maree, 2005; Maree et al., 2008) measured hope as a multidimensional construct comprising 
goal achievement resources, ineffectuality, future vision, despondency and agency, which 
subsequently enables perseverance, anchoring and direction. Even before the cognitive-
motivational model of Snyder, two older models attempting to explain hope, with their own 
variations, were developed by Stotland (1969) and Averil, Catlin and Chon (1990). Nevertheless, 
there is consensus across all of these models that hope represents a positive expectation towards 
future outcomes (Krafft et al., 2017).

Snyder’s model of hope conceptualises and operationalises hope as a cognitive, trait-like 
bi-dimensional future-oriented construct consisting of pathways thinking and agency thinking 
for goal achievement. The present study implemented exploratory structural equation 
modelling (ESEM) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the Dispositional Hope Scale, 
using data from two South African student samples (n = 383, 48% female, 21.70 years average 
age and n = 251, 68% female, 20.55 years average age), with the aim to examine its factor 
structure in an African context. The results showed that a six item unidimensional solution of 
hope fit the data best. This model characterises hope as the ability to make plans, informed by 
past experiences and to spontaneously manoeuvre around obstacles as any situation may call 
for it. This finding has implications for the measurement of hope and development of emic 
operational models in an African context.

Keywords: hope; Dispositional Hope Scale; measurement; structural equation modelling; 
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Hope is important because people are intrinsically goal 
oriented and tend to think about their future (Emmons, 2003; 
ed. Ryan, 2012; Snyder, 1995). Higher levels of hope are 
positively associated with life satisfaction (O’Sullivan, 2011), 
positive affect and positive and rational problem solving styles 
(Chang & Banks, 2007). Previous studies amongst university 
students found that high hope was associated with health 
benefits, such as diet regulation and exercise (Berg, Ritschel, 
Swan, An, & Ahluwalia, 2011), academic success (Snyder et al., 
2002), adjustment to university (Liu, Kia-Keating, & Modir, 
2017) and well-being (Demerli, Türkmen, & Arik, 2015; Guse 
& Shaw, 2018). Conversely, hope was negatively associated 
with anxiety and depression (Arnau, Rosen, Finch, Rhudy, & 
Fortunato, 2007; Snyder et al., 1991), negative affect, negative 
problem orientation and an impulsive problem solving style 
(Chang & Banks, 2007). Hope may serve as a protective factor 
in the mental health outcomes of youth (Griggs, 2017) and can 
have therapeutic value as it may enhance well-being and 
preserve health (Krafft et al., 2017). Having hope also makes 
young people more likely to invest in their future, for example, 
through attaining education and avoiding risky health 
behaviours that may be detrimental to their future (Graham & 
Pozuelo, 2018). In counselling psychology settings (Snyder, 
1995) and cross culturally (Chang & Banks, 2007), the 
measurement of targeted outcome variables such as hope is 
crucial for accurate diagnostic information. The present study 
is specifically concerned with how hope is measured using the 
Dispositional Hope Scale (DHS) (Snyder et al., 1991) in a group 
of students in South Africa.

Recognising that confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) has 
generally been used to examine the construct validity of 
multi-item instruments comprising hypothesised factors 
(Pretorius, 2021), our study extends this work by applying 
exploratory structural equation modelling (ESEM) to the 
DHS in South Africa. The importance of knowing and 
working with the confidence that a measuring instrument 
has good psychometric properties in the specifically applied 
context cannot be overstated (Pretorius, 2021).

A number of international studies have investigated and 
reported a variety of findings on the measurement quality 
and dimensionality of the DHS (e.g. Abdel-Khalek & 
Snyder, 2007; Demirli, Türkmen, & Arik, 2015; Gana, Daigre, 
& Ledrich, 2013; Kemer & Atik, 2012; Roesch & Vaughn, 
2006; Sun, Ng, & Wang, 2012; Venning, Eliott, Kettler, & 
Wilson, 2009). Most have relied on multivariate analysis 
and/or CFA. However, the limitations of CFA are 
increasingly demonstrated in empirical studies (Perry, 
Nicholls, Clough, & Crust, 2015). Using a large multi-ethnic 
sample in the United States of America (US), Roesch and 
Vaughn (2006) found support for the two-factor sample of 
the DHS. Sun et al. (2012) similarly found a two-factor 
model amongst three Chinese samples. The two-factor 
structure was confirmed in several other studies 
implemented amongst French (Gana et al., 2013), Australian 
(Venning et al., 2009) and Arabic-speaking (Abdel-Khalek & 
Snyder, 2007) samples. 

However, a few other studies did not find the theoretically 
intended two-factor structure. Arnau et al. (2007) arrived at a 
view that agency and pathways components did not make 
unique contributions to the construct of hope. Following 
bifactor analysis, Brouwer et al., (2008) recommended that 
the DHS should be implemented as a unidimensional scale, 
as the items measure the same construct, with very little 
unique variance being explained by two separate dimensions. 
Similarly, using CFA, Espinoza et al. (2017) reported that a 
unidimensional model best fit the data when examining 
hope in general and clinical populations. Choi, Lee and Lee 
(2008) reported a unidimensional structure amongst Korean 
undergraduate students, whilst Park and Kim (2017) found 
support for the two-factor structure amongst Korean stroke 
survivors. Similar studies in (South) Africa include those of 
Guse, De Bruin and Kok (2016) and Savahl, Casas and Adams 
(2016) who reported the psychometric properties of the 
Children’s Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1997b) and Nel and 
Boshoff (2014) who reported the psychometric properties of 
the Adult State Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1996). 

Confirmatory factor analysis has been extensively used to 
investigate the factor structure of many measuring 
instruments in psychology and related fields (Benitez-
Borrego, Guardia-Olmos, & Urzua-Morales, 2014). The 
limitations of CFA include its restrictive tendency of 
requiring zero cross-loadings and overestimating inter-
factor correlations (Perry et al., 2015). According to 
Asparouhov and Muthen (2009), exploratory factor analysis 
(EFA) would be an alternative solution when the overly 
restrictive CFA does not fit the data well. Exploratory 
structural equation modelling (Asparouhov & Muthen, 
2009), conducted in Mplus, was our preferred approach for 
adequately and comprehensively exploring the factor 
structure of the DHS amongst South African students. The 
advantages of ESEM, over CFA, are that it allows for the 
modelling of (theoretically plausible) cross-loadings, and it 
has less reliance on model modification indexes. In this way, 
it provides greater modelling flexibility in being a less 
restrictive way of estimating measurement models, thus 
allowing for broader and richer a priori model alternatives 
(Asparouhov & Muthen, 2009). The ESEM has been helpful 
in clarifying factor structure of (psychological) well-being 
measures in parts of the world such as Iran (e.g. Joshanloo, 
2016a, 2016b). At the time of conducting this study, we were 
not aware of studies using ESEM to explore the factor 
structure of Snyder’s conceptual model of hope. Given the 
contradictory results concerning the factor structure of the 
DHS, the absence of evidence for the applicability of the 
DHS in the African context and the limitations of CFA, we 
further investigated its factor structure using ESEM. 

The value of this exercise is underscored by cross-cultural 
transportation and adaptation of measuring instruments 
(Chen, 2008; Joshanloo, 2016a; Wissing et al., 2010). Although 
hope may be considered a globally recognised concept 
(Snyder, 2004; Sun et al., 2012), cross-cultural transportation 
and adaptation of measurement cannot ignore group 
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differences in personhood and ways of being. Whilst 
some studies have supported the assumption of universality 
(e.g. Roesch & Vaugn, 2006), others have not (e.g. Brouwer 
et al., 2008; Choi et al., 2008; Galiana, Oliver, Sancho, & Tomás, 
2015). To date, evidence of the applicability of the two-factor 
model of hope and its context informed nature is lacking in 
African samples. This is notwithstanding the observation by 
Krafft et al. (2017, p. 3) that the ‘central questions in the design 
of hope studies have been the dimensionality and complexity 
(unidimensional or multidimensional) of the concept’.

Given the possible differences in socio-cultural characteristics 
of (South) Africans such as time perspective, uncertainty 
avoidance, individualism-collectivism and cultural tightness-
looseness (Khumalo, Wilson, & Brouwers, 2020), the 
implementation of ESEM could yield a unique/emic 
dimensional solution of hope. No studies applying ESEM 
Asparouhov & Muthen, 2009) could be located. The present 
study is therefore concerned with investigating the factor 
structure of hope, as measured by the DHS, a widely used 
measure of hope in positive psychology (Ackerman, Warren, 
& Donaldson, 2018). It is in this context that the exploration 
of the factor structure of the DHS using a more flexible 
statistical analysis approach was necessary.

Method
Participants and setting
Data were collected from two samples of students from two 
different institutions of higher learning situated in the most 
urbanised province of South Africa. The first sample 
comprised 383 students (48% female, 21.70 average of age 
[SD = 2.36]) from a University of Technology and the second 
sample of 251 students (68% female, 20.55 average of age 
[SD = 1.95]) from a comprehensive university. 

Measuring instrument
Dispositional Hope Scale 
The DHS (Snyder et al., 1991) is designed as a two-factor 
solution measure, consisting of 12 items meant to provide 
scores on agency-thinking (4 items) and pathways-thinking 
(4 items), and a combined summative score of hope. The 
four additional items are distractor items. It uses an 8-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (definitely false) to 8 
(definitely true). The agency-thinking item content is 
exemplified by ‘I energetically pursue my goals’, and 
pathways-thinking by ‘There are lots of ways around 
any problem’. The DHS has been found to be reliable, with 
Snyder et al. (1991) reporting Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 
of between 0.74 and 0.84 amongst students, as well as 
outpatients and inpatients in psychological treatment. In the 
same study, the agency subscale attained a Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient ranging between 0.71 and 0.76 and the pathways 
subscale between 0.63 and 0.80. Later studies reported 
similar reliability coefficients (e.g. Galiana et al., 2015; 
Roesch & Vaughn, 2006). Research examining the DHS 
in different cultural contexts further supported its validity 

(e.g. Demirli et al., 2015; Galiana et al., 2015; Kemer & Atik, 
2012; Roesch & Vaughn, 2006; Sun et al., 2012). In the present 
study, based on the intended factor structure, the pathways 
subscale obtained an omega reliability index of 0.725 for 
sample 1 and 0.810 for sample 2, whilst the agency subscale 
scored 0.644 for sample 1 and 0.823 for sample 2. The 
reliability for the total scale as a unidimensional measure 
was 0.810 for sample 1 and 0.881 for sample 2. 

Data analysis
The present study investigated the model fit of the DHS 
measurement models in two independent samples using 
CFA and ESEM in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). 
Before commencing with factor analytic investigation, we 
computed the item-level descriptive statistics of the hope 
scale. As recommended by Marsh, Morin, Parker and Kaur 
(2014), we used maximum likelihood estimation, with 
oblique geomin rotation. The following measurement 
models were fitted and evaluated for fit in both samples 
separately: one-factor solution, two-factor CFA solution 
and two-factor ESEM solution. The following model fit 
indices and criteria were used to judge the adequacy of the 
models: chi-square (χ2), root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA), standardised root mean square 
residual (SRMR); comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis 
index (TLI); Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and 
Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) (Geiser, 2013). For 
good fit, the following criteria were used: smaller and 
insignificant χ2, RMSEA and SRMR of less than 0.06; CFI of 
more than 0.95; TLI of more than 0.95; smaller AIC and 
smaller BIC (Byrne, 2012; Geiser, 2013; Hu & Bentler, 1999; 
Wang & Wang, 2012).

Ethical considerations
All participants were informed volunteers, recruited via 
their lecturers by research assistants who were postgraduate 
students. The participants from the Vaal University of 
Technology completed the battery of questionnaires after 
signing an informed consent letter and returned the 
completed questionnaires after a week. At the University 
of Johannesburg (the comprehensive university), the 
students completed the questionnaire online after providing 
informed consent. Participants did not receive incentives. 
Ethical clearance was obtained from North-West University 
(reference number: NWU-00138-14-A8), Vaal University 
of Technology (reference number: 20140425-1ms) and 
the University of Johannesburg (reference number: REC 
01 -009 -2015).

Results
Sample 1
Model fit indices are reported in Table 1. The two CFA 
models of the DHS had good but not excellent fit. 
The unidimensional model (χ2 [20] = 84.68, p < 0.000, 
CFI = 0.917) was relatively comparable with the 
theoretically intended bidimensional one (χ2 [19] = 84.129, 
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p < 0.000, CFI = 0.916). Reliability indices and the item-
level descriptive statistics, as seen in Table 2, for the 
agency and pathways subscales were computed based on 
the two-factor model. Mean scores ranged between 5.68 
and 6.82 and all the skewness and kurtosis values attested 
to normal distribution of data. The unidimensional and 
bidimensional CFA models for sample 1 are displayed in 
Figure 1.

The ESEM model demonstrated a significant improvement 
(χ2 [13] = 25.417, p = 0.0203, CFI = 0.984). The latent 
variables, agency and pathways had a high correlation of 
0.974 in the CFA bidimensional model. As seen in Figure 2, 

the resultant two factors in the ESEM model had a 
moderate correlation of 0.476.

As seen in Table 3, all the items obtained significant factor 
loadings on the latent variables in both the CFA and ESEM 
models. The ESEM produced a two dimensional solution 
with agency consisting of six items and pathways having two 
items. All the theoretically intended pathways items load 
significantly on the agency factor. This left two agency items 

FIGURE 1: The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) models for sample 1 (n = 383). (a) The unidimensional solution, and, (b) the two-factor solution.

Hope
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TABLE 1: Fit indices for unidimensional, CFA bidimensional, and ESEM bidimensioanl models for sample 1 and sample 2.
Variable X2 Df p AIC BIC CFI TLI RMSEA LL UL p SRMR

Sample 1 (n = 383)
1 Factor 84.680 20 < 0.0000 10 603 10 697 0.917 0.884 0.092 0.072 0.0113 < 0.000 0.052
2 Factors CFA 84.129 19 < 0.0000 10 604 10 703 0.916 0.877 0.095 0.075 0.1160 < 0.000 0.052
2 Factors ESEM 25.417 13 0.0203 10 557 10 680 0.984 0.966 0.050 0.019 0.0790 0.461 0.026
Sample 2 (n = 251)
1 Factor 97.555 20 < 0.0000 6890 6975 0.912 0.877 0.124 0.100 0.1490 < 0.000 0.050
2 Factors CFA 65.526 19 < 0.0000 6860 6949 0.947 0.922 0.099 0.073 0.1250 0.001 0.125
2 Factors ESEM 28.060 13 0.0089 6835 6944 0.983 0.963 0.068 0.033 0.1030 0.176 0.024

CFA, confirmatory factor analysis; ESEM, exploratory structural equation modelling; Df, degrees of freedom; AIC, Akaike Information Criterion; BIC, Bayesian Information Criterion; CFI, comparative 
fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; LL, lower limit; UL, upper limit; SRMR, standardised root mean square residual.

TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics: Sample 1 (n = 383), based on confirmatory factor 
analysis two-factor model.
Variable Mean Variance Minimum Maximum Skewness Kurtosis 

Agency
Item 2 6.574 1.868 1 8 -1.012 1.022
Item 9 6.822 2.318 1 8 -1.345 1.269
Item 10 5.679 2.547 1 8 -0.631 0.423
Item 12 5.922 2.312 1 8 -0.678 0.301
Pathways
Item 1 6.141 2.805 1 8 -0.927 0.499
Item 4 6.326 2.575 1 8 -0.968 0.631
Item 6 6.561 1.969 1 8 -0.840 0.249
Item 8 6.363 2.325 1 8 -0.877 0.398

FIGURE 2: The exploratory structural equation modelling two-factor solution for 
sample 1 (n = 383).

Agency
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to make up the pathways subscale. No cross loading items 
were observed.

Sample 2
Similarly, in sample 2, the ESEM model proved to be superior 
(see Table 1). The CFA models from sample 2 are displayed 
in Figure 3. Both of them had acceptable, but not excellent 
model fit (Hu & Benlter, 1999), with the unidimensional one 

characterised by χ2 (20) = 97.555, p < 0.000, CFI = 0.912 and the 
bidimensional one by χ2 (19) = 65.526, p < 0.000, CFI = 0.947. 
Reliability indices and the item-level descriptive statistics, 
as seen in Table 4, for the agency and pathways yielded 
mean scores ranging between 5.61 and 6.69 and the skewness 
and kurtosis values showed a normal distribution. Notably, 
the ESEM model demonstrated a significant improvement 
χ2 (13) = 28.060, p = 0.0089, CFI = 0.983. The correlation 
coefficient between agency and pathways was 0.849 in 
the CFA bidimensional model and 0.671 in the ESEM 
bidimensional model.

All the items obtained significant factor loadings on the 
latent variables in both the CFA and ESEM models, as also 
found in sample 1 (see Table 3). Except for one important 
difference between sample 1 and sample 2, in this sample, 
ESEM produced a two dimensional solution, with agency 
consisting of six items, and pathways having two items. All 
the theoretically intended pathways items load significantly 
on the agency factor and two agency items made up the 
pathways subscale. Of notable interest was that item 
2 cross loaded (see Figure 4).

FIGURE 3: The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) models for sample 2 (n = 251). (a) The unidimensional solution, and, (b) the two-factor solution. 
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TABLE 4: Descriptive statistics: Sample 2 (n = 251), based on confirmatory factor 
analysis two-factor model.
Variable Mean Variance Minimum Maximum Skewness Kurtosis 

Agency

Item 2 6.064 2.402 1 8 -0.851 0.247

Item 9 6.689 2.382 1 8 -1.332 1.530

Item 10 5.614 3.535 1 8 -0.725 -0.103

Item 12 5.582 2.865 1 8 -0.932 0.756

Pathways

Item 1 5.928 2.425 1 8 -0.843 0.627

Item 4 6.347 2.585 1 8 -0.959 0.447

Item 6 6.084 2.523 1 8 -0.728 0.080

Item 8 6.279 2.791 1 8 -1.184 1.060

TABLE 3: Standardised factor loadings of the two-factor models.
Subscales and item content Sample 1 Sample 2

ESEM CFA ESEM CFA 

Agency Pathways Agency Pathways 

Agency
Item 2: I energetically pursue my goals 0.583 0.164 0.689 0.409 0.392 0.744
Item 9: My past experiences have prepared me well for my future 0.634 -0.044 0.596 0.489 0.261 0.697
Item 10: I have been pretty successful in life 0.137 0.396 0.398 0.041 0.717 0.714
Item 12: I meet the goals that I set for myself 0.000 0.933 0.537 -0.006 0.876 0.775
Pathways 
Item 1: I can think of many ways of getting out of a jam 0.536 0.037 0.550 0.490 0.066 0.544
Item 4: There are lots of ways around any problem 0.627 -0.112 0.537 0.765 -0.081 0.695
Item 6: I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are important to me 0.730 -0.001 0.714 0.695 0.130 0.807
Item 8: Even when others get discouraged, I know I can find a way to solve the problem 0.605 0.163 0.712 0.833 -0.003 0. 809

Note: Factor loadings in bold are significant on the basis of being higher than 0.35. There is no additional coefficient or statistic to accompany it.
CFA, confirmatory factor analysis; ESEM, exploratory structural equation modelling.
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Discussion
This study sought to provide further evidence of the 
dimensionality of hope, as operationalised through the  DHS of 
Snyder et al. (1991), using a more flexible factor analysis 
approach, ESEM (Asparouhov & Muthen, 2009), amongst a 
South African sample. Not only was the necessity for this study 
driven by the statistical analytical approach and the African 
socio-cultural context, but we wanted to contribute to the 
current body of knowledge where there seems to be a lack of 
consensus about the measurement of hope. The importance of 
measurement in a context such as South Africa is also 
underscored by the legal and ethical obligation for culturally 
appropriate and psychometrically sound measures (Adams, 
Van de Vijver, & De Bruin, 2012). We found that a six item 
unidimensional solution of hope was best fitting. This was in 
contrast to the one-factor and the theoretically intended two-
factor CFA models, which did not have excellent fit in our data.

Our data did not support a unidimensional solution 
consisting of eight items, as this factor structure yielded 
sub-adequate model fit indices in both samples. This finding 
contradicts previous research, which suggested that the 
eight items of the DHS explained hope as one factor. In one 
such study, Brouwer et al. (2008) found that the two separate 
dimensions explained very little unique variance. In other 
studies, the unidimensional solution was used from the 
onset. Examples include Guse and Vermaak (2011) who 
used the total score for the Children’s Hope Scale in South 
Africa, and Hirschi (2014) who used the DHS total score 
with student and working adult samples in Germany. 
Although the two-factor CFA model seemed promising in 
the present data, it was marginally inadequate in both 
samples. As expected, these theoretically intended CFA 
models showed very high inter latent variable correlations 
of 0.974 (sample 1) and 0.849 (sample 2). At face value, this 
result may suggest that hope may possibly be better 
operationalised as a unidimensional solution. It is also 
known that the overestimation of inter-factor correlation is 
a result of the over restrictive CFA, which constrains items 
to load only on the one intended factor (Marsh, Liem, 
Martin, Morin, & Nagengast, 2011; Perry et al., 2015).

As a result of the inherent flexibility of ESEM (Joshanloo 
2016a; Marsh et al., 2011), we expected that the two factor 
ESEM model would demonstrate superior fit and moderate 
inter-factor correlations. Indeed, the application of ESEM 
yielded a more nuanced and possibly emic distribution of 
the DHS items. The use of ESEM resulted in a model with 
one major factor consisting of six items and one minor 
factor consisting of two items. In both samples, lower inter-
factor correlations were observed, with 0.476 for sample 1, 
and 0.671 for sample 2, thus demonstrating inter-factor 
independence. As seen in Table 4, all four items theoretically 
intended to indicate pathways thinking (e.g. ‘There are 
lots of ways around a problem’) loaded on the agency 
factor together with two agentic thinking items, namely 
‘I energetically pursue my goals’, and ‘My past experiences 
have prepared me well for my future’. The two agentic 
thinking items that loaded on the separate minor factor 
were ‘I have been pretty successful in life’, and ‘I meet the 
goals that I set for myself’. A closer look at the item content 
of these two separately loading items tells us of the 
participants’ non-endorsement of the assumption of past 
success and meeting self-determined goals.

The ESEM factorial solution may be best interpreted as 
indicating an emic six item unidimensional measure of hope 
characterised as the ability to make plans, informed by past 
experiences and to spontaneously manoeuvre around 
obstacles as any situation may call for it. We therefore see an 
intertwined hybrid of practical wisdom and the will to 
achieve success. Practical wisdom is broadly described 
by Furey (2017) as the use of subjective and contextual 
resources in response to real life situations and not relying 
only on contemplative knowledge. This disposition, also 
known as phronesis, equips a person with an ability to view 
situations from multiple perspectives and to ‘navigate a 
variety of contextually complex situations’ (Furey, 2017, 
p. 473). Ryff and Singer (1998, p. 6) have thought of practical 
wisdom, which they described as ‘excellence of thought that 
guides good action’ as a moral virtue in an African 
sociocultural context.

The assumption of past success and the expectation of 
meeting self-set goals do not form part of this picture. It is 
not uncommon that when one’s past is uncertain, it cannot 
be used as a source of hope for the future (see Bryant & 
Elland, 2015). As observed by Cherrington (2018), hope is 
not only drawn from personal narratives of individualised 
success but is contextually nurtured in a collective sphere. 
Instead, the foregrounded characteristic of this dimension 
is confidence in practical problem solving informed by 
past experiences and executed with vitality. This dimension 
is reminiscent of the factor labelled by Maree et al. (2008) 
as agency. In the development and validation of their 
multidimensional hope measure, Maree et al. (2008) 
conceived of this factor as the ‘ability to focus and act’ 
(p. 172), belief that goals can be achieved by doing 
something and representing situational ability to energise 

FIGURE 4: The exploratory structural equation modelling two-factor solution for 
sample 2 (n = 251). 
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oneself. The finding not only holds implications for how 
dispositional hope becomes measurable but also how it is 
conceptualised in this context.

In a region of the world characterised by uncertainty, 
where there is also a cultural orientation of being 
comfortable with unstructured situations, having tolerance 
for ambiguity (i.e. low uncertainty avoidance; Allik & 
McCrae, 2004; Hofstede, 2011) and being present and past 
time-oriented (Mbiti, 1990, 1991), more collectivistic 
(Wissing & Temane, 2008) and culturally tight (Khumalo 
et al., 2020), it may not be the individual but the greater 
social ecology, which sets the demarcations of the goal-
oriented journey to be embarked on. According to Bishop 
and Willis (2014, p. 782) ‘hopeful thinking is necessary for 
the construction of a positive self-identity and positive 
sense of self-worth’, but what if it only serves as a 
pragmatic mechanism towards everyday goals. In their 
study amongst marginalised youth in Australia, Bryant 
and Elland (2015) found that many participants could not 
articulate a future beyond their present circumstances and 
concluded that their uncertainties shaped their future 
thinking. These findings underscore the importance of 
context in measuring and understanding hope.

Limitations
The findings of this study are to be interpreted in the 
context of its limitations. Notwithstanding the strength of 
utilising two independent datasets, data were still obtained 
from university students through convenience sampling. 
Future studies should consider more systematic and 
inclusive forms of sampling applied to larger, diverse and 
more representative population samples. There is also a 
need for bottom-up informed conceptual and operational 
models of hope in an African context (e.g. Bishop & Willis, 
2014; Cherrington, 2018). In addition to ESEM, as we did, 
quantitative data on hope, need to be subjected to more 
sophisticated statistical analysis approaches such as Rasch 
analysis/item response theory, multi-dimensional scaling, 
bifactor analysis and latent class analysis. Through 
such approaches in different and representative samples, 
a better understanding of item functioning and 
dimensionality of hope scales in an African context can be 
gained. 

Conclusion and recommendations
Hope is a psychological strength that holds relevance for a 
number of life domains and intervention avenues. It is a 
determinant for students’ success (Feldman, Davidson, & 
Margalit, 2014), as much as it is relevant for health 
psychology (Snyder, 1995) and for counselling psychology 
setting (Cheavens, Feldman, Woodward, & Snyder, 2006). 
As hope is malleable (Weis & Speridakos, 2011) and 
associated with several positive mental health outcomes 
for students (Berg et al., 2011; Griggs, 2017), the DHS could 
be used in evaluating the effect of interventions to enhance 

hope amongst South African students. The fact that our 
ESEM results did not support the previous theoretically 
and empirically supported Snyder’s model of hope is a 
possible illustration of either measurement instability (as 
seen in Khumalo, Ejoke, Asante, & Rugira, 2021) and or 
poor contextually embedded support (perhaps based on 
cultural interpretation) of a cross culturally transported 
theoretical construct (see Cherrington, 2018).

Recommendations for further research include further 
investigation of the psychometric properties of the DHS by 
examining measurement invariance across gender and 
ethnicity, which may play a role in participants’ responses to 
some of the items. Further studies could implement the DHS 
to investigate the dynamics of hope and well-being amongst 
South African university students. This is particularly 
important given the current context of higher education in 
South Africa, as access to university remains limited to a 
small percentage of school leavers, many of whom do not 
complete their studies (Habib, 2016). There also is a need to 
evaluate interventions to enhance hope amongst African 
samples and youth in particular. In conclusion, our study 
extended research on hope theory by providing support for 
psychometric properties of the DHS in an African student 
sample. It paves the way for further research on hope and 
well-being in the African context, thereby expanding 
knowledge of human flourishing beyond existing Western 
understanding. 
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