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Abstract

Suicide is an epidemic issue worldwide and Asian countries are of no exception. In Malaysia, adolescent suicide
constituted 10% of the overall reported suicide cases. Aforementioned, the current study examines Snyder’s
theory of hope to understand suicidal risk among Malaysian adolescents. A total of 1441 adolescents were
recruited using a multistage cluster sampling. Results showed significant relationship between both agency and
pathway thinking with risk of suicidal behavior. Specifically, only agency thinking uniquely predicts adolescents’
suicidal risk in a regression model. Adolescents with higher motivation towards accomplishing a goal or plan
have lower risk engaging in suicidal behaviors. Thus, suicide prevention focusing on increasing hope is
significantly important. Limitations were discussed in the study.
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1. Introduction

Suicide has been a distressing phenomenon which affects nearly one million people yearly across the globe
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2013). The tragic phenomenon is seen shifting to Asia which constituted
approximately 60% of the world suicide solely in the region itself. In Malaysia, particularly, adolescent suicide
constituted 10% of the overall reported suicide cases in which it ranked the top three causes of death in
adolescent and young adult category (Hayati, Abdullah, & Shah, 2008). Sudden reduction of adolescents and
young adults in the country might influence and affect the human capital growth in such a way that affects
country’s productivity (Bronzini & Piselli, 2008). Shockingly, the number of suicide death might be higher due
to the nature of death recorded and under-reported suicide cases in the country (Sipalan, 2012).

Numerous theories have been constructed and discussed to understand suicide in depth (Durkheim, 1951; Joiner,
2005; Snyder, 2002). Specifically, Snyder (2002) has successfully proposed and elucidated his theory of hope in
discussing suicidality. In his theory, he corroborated that hope includes detail trilogy-goals, pathway, and agency
in which results in different consequences. Hope is a perception of attainable goals in which goals are reachable
in both pathway and agentic thoughts (Snyder et al., 2000). In order to reach specific goals (either positive or
negative consequences), Snyder believes one has to have a plan (pathway) with sensible amount of goal-directed
energy (agency). Snyder further iterated that goal is a cognitive component of hope theory in which it provides
the mental action sequences. In order to approach particular goal pursuits, Snyder believes that high hope
individuals could generate alternate routes despite having a primary route in mind as compared to low hope
individuals. In addition, agency thoughts are the motivational component in which it involves the mental energy
to initiate and continue using a pathway to reach specific goals (Snyder, 2002).

A handful of studies have postulated that hope as being the protective factor of suicidality. More recently,
Davidson and Wingate (2013) elucidated hope in predicting lower levels of suicidal risks specifically in a
clinical sample. They found that hope only lowered one’s level of burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness
but not suicidal ideation. In addition, hope was also found to provide a protective influence against the effect of
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rumination in predicting suicidal ideation (Tucker et al., 2013). Tucker and colleagues have ascertained that
individuals with goals are able to develop (pathway) and motivated (agency) to achieve those goals while less
likely to ruminate their problems which in turn decreases the experience of depression and suicidal ideation
when negative life events occur. In addition, hopeful individuals were less likely to experience suicidal behavior
with increasing levels of depression (Hirsch, Visser, Chang, & Jeglic, 2012). The latter however, postulated that
Asian samples did not show significance in which hope buffers the association between depression and suicidal
behavior due to a minute sample size. Besides that, Chang, Yu, Kahle, Jeglic, and Hirsch (2013) have also
successfully postulated that hope lowers the risk of suicidal risks (hopelessness and suicidal behavior) while
accounting for a significant amounts of variance in suicidal risk in a Latino student sample. However, the latter
suggested future studies to clarify the status of hope as potential predictor of suicidal risk in other ethnic or race
groups.

As such, the present study aims to investigate the relationship between hope and the risk of suicidal behaviors
among school-based adolescents in Malaysia. Besides that, constructs of hope theory (pathway and agency
thinking) are being investigated to uniquely predict suicidal risk behaviors among these adolescents. For the best
interest of this study, Snyder’s hope theory was discussed and evaluated empirically specifically in an Asian
sample. As stated by Grewal and Porter (2007), empirical examination is warranted to test the assertions of hope
theory for understanding suicide.

2. Methods
2.1 Research Designs, Procedures, Participants, and Location

The present research utilized a quantitative research approach with cross-sectional survey method. A multistage
cluster sampling was utilized in which the researchers successfully collected questionnaires across twenty (20)
local secondary schools across five (5) different states (Pulau Pinang, Terengganu, Selangor, Johor, and Sarawak)
in Malaysia.

Research proposal and sample of self-administered questionnaires were initially submitted to the Ministry of
Education Malaysia, followed by respective State Department of Education and lastly to the principal of
respective schools as part of approval seeking protocol. Upon receiving approvals from various levels, consent
was then obtained from respective school principal to conduct the mentioned research in respective schools.
Based on the education system practiced in Malaysia, parental consents were obligated to school principal on
informed consents for all research related issues.

Subsequently, briefing and instructions were given by the researchers to the participants during one of the school
period. Participants were then told to read and sign the research consent in which they agree. Hence, after
screening of unwanted and incomplete data, a total number of 1441 participants were then included in further
analyses.

2.2 Measures
2.2.1 The Children’s Hope Scale (CHS)

The Children’s Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1997) measures goal-directed thinking according to Snyder’s hope
theory. It consists of a total of 6 items with 3 items related to pathway thinking (measures particular plan or goal
pursuits with thoughts generating useful routes) and the remaining 3 items related to agency thinking
(motivational aspect of one’s capacity to reach desired goals or plans). Example of pathway items include, “/ can
think of many ways to get the things in life that are most important to me” and example of agency items include,
“I think I'm doing pretty well”. Each item consists of 6 Likert scales ranging from 1 (None of the time) to 6 (All
of the time). Higher scores indicate hopefulness. The CHS has a relatively high reliability in the current study (a
= .84).

2.2.2 Suicidal Behavior Questionnaire-Revised (SBQ-R)

The SBQ-R (Osman et al., 2001) measures individuals’ lifetime suicide thoughts and attempts, frequency of
suicide ideation, threat of suicide attempt, and future likelihood of attempting suicide. Each item consists of
different Likert scales with item 1 (Have you ever thought about or attempted to kill yourself?) ranging from 1
(Never) to 4 (I have attempted to kill myself, and really hoped to die), Item 2 (How often have you thought about
killing yourself'in the past year?) ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very Often), Item 3 (Have you ever told someone
that you were going to commit suicide, or that you might do it?) ranging from 1 (No) to 3 (Yes, more than once,
and really wanted to do it), and Item 4 (How likely is it that you will attempt suicide someday?) ranging from 0
(Never) to 6 (Very Likely). Higher scores indicate adolescents in greater risk of engaging in suicidal behavior.
Reliability estimate obtained in the present study was relatively high (o = .74).
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3. Result

Table 1. Inter-correlations, means, and standard deviations for all study variables

M SD 1 2 3 4
1. CHS 22.41 6.64 -
2. Agency thinking 11.06 3.58 92%* -
3. Pathway thinking 11.35 3.60 .93%* WAk -
4. SBQ-R 2.13 0.52 - 12%% - 13%* -.09%** -

Note: CHS = Children’s Hope Scale, SBQ-R = Suicidal Behavior Questionnaire-Revised, **p<0.001

Pearson correlation analysis was performed to test the relationship between hope, agency thinking, pathway
thinking, and risk of suicidal behaviour (refer to Table 1). The result of correlation shown that there was a
negative significant relationship between hope and suicidal risk, » (1441) = -.12, p<.001. The result suggested
that hopeful adolescents have lower risk of engaging in suicidal behavior. Specifically, both agency thinking, »
(1441) = -.13, p<.001 and pathway thinking, » (1441) = -.09, p<.001 were found to be negatively correlated with
suicidal risk. Results of the inter-correlations are illustrated in Table 1.

Table 2. Agency thinking and pathway thinking as predictors of suicidal risk

Predictors B SEB B t
Constant 2.33 .05

Agency -.02 .005 - 13% -3.41
Pathway .00 .005 .002 (n. s) .06

Note: R =0.13, R*=0.02, Adj. R>=0.01, ***p<.000, n. s = non-significant

Multiple regression analyses revealed that only agency thinking (f = -0.13, p = 0.001) uniquely predict suicidal
risk. Conversely, pathway thinking does not significantly predict suicidal risk (5 = 0.002, p > .05). As such, only
a minute amount of variance of about 2% of the suicidal risk is explained by agency thinking. Summarized
results were shown in Table 2 respectively.

4. Discussion

It was widely acknowledged that hope theory was operationalized and discussed empirically on suicidality
across literatures (Davidson et al., 2009; Davidson & Wingate, 2013; Grewal & Porter, 2007; Snyder, 2002). The
current study successfully posited a significant negative relationship between hope (agency and pathway
thinking) and suicidal risk behaviour. Results indicated that adolescents who are hopeful have a lowered risk of
engaging in suicidal behaviour. As evident in Turner (2005), hope acted as a driving force (passion, energy, and
drive) and a knowing that things would go well in life for participants to achieve specific goals. Generally, hope
gives individuals a push and determination to achieve particular goals in life while protecting one to engage in
destructive behaviors.

Interestingly, when both the constructs were entered into the same hierarchical regression equations predicting
suicidal risk behavior, agency thoughts remained significant while pathway thoughts did not. This may suggest
that agency thought is a more prominent protective factor against suicidal risk behaviour as compared to
pathway thoughts. Evidently, Tong, Fredrickson, Chang, and Lim (2010) asserted in their study in which hope is
only associated with agency thinking and not with pathways thinking. The study iterated that pathway thoughts
are not as important as agency thoughts in reaching a specific goal. Specifically, they addressed individuals who
feel that as long as specific goals can be attained (agentic), regardless of seeing themselves to be able to generate
plans or strategies (pathway), they remained to be hopeful (Tong et al., 2010). Thus, it is imperative to reason the
effect of agency thinking in reducing suicidal risk behavior.

As such, the implication of hope in the realm of suicide prevention, attention should be emphasized on instilling
hope in an approach to reduce incidence of suicidal behavior among adolescents. Specifically, Kondrat and
Teater (2010) suggested solution-focused therapy as an approach to increase one’s hopefulness specifically to
those who were admitted to the ER with suicidal ideation. The mentioned therapy serves as an avenue in
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assessing suicidal risk and simultaneously serves as an opportunity to increase one’s hope. Besides that, Snyder
et al. (2000) believed on the importance of cognitive-behavioral interventions in generating hope during sessions
of psychotherapies. Such interventions may help to reduce adverse incidence by emphasizing goal setting,
strategy development, and even alteration of negative beliefs regarding goal attainment (Snyder et al., 2000).
This is particularly true, specifically, as reviewed by Gillham and Reivich (2004), they elucidated the importance
of cognitive-behavioral therapies in identifying negative beliefs, evaluate and generate alternatives which are
more hopeful as a strategy to promote hope in adolescents.

4.1 Limitations and Conclusion

The current study does have its limitations. Since the study was a cross-sectional, the study could not establish
causal relationships and is not possible to determine whether hope serves as a protective factor towards suicidal
behavior. Longitudinal studies are required to determine the cause and effect of hope specifically on suicidal
behaviors. In addition, the generalization of the study is only limited to school-based adolescents. It is possible
that the results would differ with the inclusion of dropouts and working adolescents, and specifically if the study
is conducted in a clinical setting. Furthermore, inclusion of other potential variables such as optimism and
religiosity in the study of suicidal behavior is necessary to determine the extent of hope in the association with
suicidal risk behavior.

Despite the limitations, the current study has successfully examined the usage of Children’s Hope Scale (CHS) in
predicting suicidal risk behavior among adolescents. As to the authors’ knowledge, the mentioned scale has yet
to be used in examining suicidal risk as compared to other scales such as the Trait Hope scale, Revised Trait
Hope scale and State Hope scale (Davidson et al., 2009; Davidson & Wingate, 2013; Hirsch et al., 2012).
Besides that, Snyder’s hope theory was empirically proven in the local context especially in a positive
psychology perspective. However, the aforementioned theory would need more affirmation and future testing as
to how such variables interact in Asian samples.
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