
Journal of Pedagogical Research 
Volume  5 , Issue 4, 2021 
https://dx.doi.org/10.33902/JPR.2021472963  

Research Article 

Negative life events and psychological distress 
and life satisfaction in U.S. college students: The 
moderating effects of optimism, hope, and 
gratitude  

Abdi Gungor 

1, Mark E. Young  

2 and Stephen A. Sivo  

3 1

1Duzce University, Faculty of Education, Guidance and Psychological Counseling Program, Turkey (ORCID: 0000-0002-7945-0906) 
2University of Central Florida, Department of Child, Family and Community Sciences, Orlando, USA (ORCID: 0000-0002-4651-9663) 
3University of Central Florida, Department of Learning Sciences and Educational Research, Orlando, USA (ORCID: 0000-0001-9469-4776) 

Negative life events are unpleasant, stressful, and uncontrollable experiences found to be risk factors for 
increased psychological distress and decreased life satisfaction in college students. In addition, distress 
and life satisfaction are closely related to college students' quality of life and academic performance. 
Conversely, positive psychological states have been hypothesized to buffer the effects of negative life 
events. Data from 738 college students in the U.S. were analyzed to examine the moderating effects of 
three positive psychological variables on negative life events: optimism, hope, and gratitude.  The results 
showed that negative life events positively predicted distress and negatively predicted life satisfaction. 
The results also revealed that optimism, hope, and gratitude moderated the effects of negative life events. 
The authors conclude that the evidence supports positive psychology interventions in college counseling 
to combat the effects of negative life events through the positive psychological states of optimism, hope, 
and gratitude. The specific clinical implications for practicing counselors and educational settings are 
suggested.  
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1. Introduction

Negative life events are unpleasant, uncontrollable, and generally stressful experiences, which 
cause negative changes and crucial difficulties in people’s lives (Armstrong et al., 2011). They may 
be sudden and dramatic life-changing experiences such as job loss, which create severe 
psychological consequences or a global pandemic. Many college students also experience negative 
life events in their first away-from-home experience, including the death of grandparents, parental 
divorce, loss of a significant relationship, rape, social upsets, and isolation (Paladino et al., 2020). 
For example, the COVID-19 pandemic is having a negative impact on the mental health of college 
students (Copeland et al., 2020). The literature has documented the relationship between negative 
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life events and several psychological issues, including depressive symptoms, anxiety, somatic 
symptoms, delinquency, insomnia, and social dysfunction (e.g., Phillips et al., 2015). In addition, 
the stress resulting from the stressors can be a barrier to academic success for college students 
(Murff, 2005; Nelson et al., 2001). 

Several research have supported the finding that general psychological distress and reduced life 
satisfaction are related to negative life events (e.g., Kidwai et al., 2014; Marum et al., 2014). In 
college students, psychological distress also predicts mental health behaviors such as alcohol 
consumption, unhealthy diet, physical inactivity, tobacco smoking (Deasy et al., 2014), substance 
abuse (Nordfjærn et al., 2010), suicidality (Campos et al., 2014), and self-injury (Martin et al., 2015). 
Psychological distress was also found to be a predictor of poor academic self-perception (Yamada 
et al., 2014) and academic procrastination (Eisenbeck et al., 2019). 

The literature has concluded that negative life events are buffered by variables such as social 
support (Trask-Tate et al., 2010), sense of mastery (Marum et al., 2014), cognitive hardiness 
(Beasley et al., 2003), religious or spiritual activities (Kidwai et al., 2014), and meeting 
psychological needs (Rowe et al., 2013). Still, many positive psychological variables have yet to be 
studied (Genet & Siemer, 2012). For this reason, we studied optimism, hope, and gratitude as 
potential moderators of the effects of negative life events on distress and reduced life satisfaction 
in college students. If it can be determined that these positive variables counteract stress in college 
students, it will provide support for introducing them as interventions via individual counseling, 
group work, and educational formats. 

1.1. The Case for Optimism 

Optimistic people can generate more positive feelings when facing difficult situations, resulting in 
a greater sense of well-being, whereas stressful situations produce more negative feelings in 
pessimistic people (Carver et al., 2011). Optimism is related to expectations (Carver & Scheier, 
2003). Optimistic people expect good things to happen when faced with difficulty, while 
pessimistic people expect negative outcomes (Carver et al., 2011).  The essence of a positive 
approach to counseling and psychotherapy is not just to decrease negative feelings but to 
counteract them with positive ones (Frederickson, 2009). 

The literature has also found optimism to be negatively related to psychological symptoms such 
as depression (Brissette et al., 2002; Hirsch et al., 2007), avoidant coping and negative mood 
(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992), stress (Brissette et al., 2002), psychological distress and negative 
religious coping (Warren et al., 2015), and suicidal ideation (Hirsch et al., 2007). On the other hand, 
optimism is positively related to desirable outcomes such as life satisfaction (Stanojević et al., 2014; 
Warren et al., 2015), self-efficacy (Stanojevic et al., 2014), social support (Brissette et al., 2002; 
Stanojević et al., 2014), more use of active coping (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992), and positive religious 
coping (Warren et al., 2015). In this study, we chose to consider whether or not optimism, besides 
increasing these positive variables, would buffer the effects of negative life events. 

1.2. Hope 

Snyder et al. (1991) proposed a definition of hope that encompasses both its cognitive and 
emotional aspects. Hope is defined as the ability to find ways of meeting goals and motivating self 
to use those methods (Snyder et al., 1991). Hope has been found to be negatively associated with 
various psychological concerns, including depression (Rawdin et al., 2013; Visser et al., 2013), 
anxiety (Michael & Snyder, 2005), and psychological distress (Rustøen et al., 2010). The literature 
has also indicated positive relationships between hope and desirable states such as positive affect 
(Michael & Snyder, 2005), well-being (Rawdin et al., 2013), and life satisfaction (Rustøen et al., 
2010). Hope appears to reduce the effects of negative life events in depressive symptoms (Visser et 
al., 2013). Thus, in this study, hope was hypothesized to moderate the effects of negative life events 
on psychological distress.  
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1.3. Gratitude 

Gratitude is a “sense of wonder, thankfulness, and appreciation” about an unearned benefit. It can 
be directed interpersonally or transpersonally towards God or nature (Watkins et al., 2011). 
Fitzgerald (1998) considered gratitude to be an emotion and explained three components of this 
feeling: “(1) a warm sense of appreciation for somebody or something, (2) a sense of goodwill 
toward that individual or thing, and (3) a disposition to act which flows from appreciation and 
goodwill” (p. 120). The literature has documented that gratitude is negatively related to negative 
emotional outcomes such as depression, stress, and negative affect (e.g., McCullough et al., 2002; 
Watkins et al., 2003).  

The literature has also shown a positive relationship between gratitude and positive emotions 
such as life satisfaction, dispositional empathy, hope, optimism, social support, and happiness 
(e.g., McCullough et al., 2002; Watkins et al., 2003). In an experimental study, Senf and Liau (2013) 
found that the gratitude intervention increased happiness and decreased depressive symptoms 
(Senf & Liau, 2013). Thus, the literature suggests that gratitude is expected to moderate the effects 
of negative life events. 

1.4. The Present Study 

Thus far, we have asserted that negative life events have been found to be predictors of various 
psychological concerns and academic performance in college students (Beasley et al., 2003; 
Eisenbeck et al., 2019; Visser et al., 2013) and those positive psychology variables, specifically 
optimism, hope, and gratitude, have been identified as contributors to mental health. These three 
variables have been studied in the literature related to positive psychology (Carver & Scheier, 
2003; Carver et al., 2011; Snyder et al., 1991; Watkins et al., 2011). In addition, previous studies 
proven the effectiveness of interventions based on those variables (e.g., Rustøen et al., 2011; 
Thornton et al., 2014; Young & Hutchinson, 2012). However, little is known about the effects of 
optimism, hope, and gratitude on the relationship between negative life events and psychological 
distress. Understanding this relationship could help us find ways of buffering the stress college 
students are experiencing. Could hope, optimism, and gratitude protect against this stress? 

2. Method 

2.1. Research Design 

The current study was nonexperimental research using a correlational research design. “The basic 
design in correlational research is very simple, involving nothing more than collecting data in two 
or more variables for each individual in a sample and computing a correlation coefficient” (Gall et 
al., 2007, p. 323). Many important research in education have been conducted in correlational 
design, and recent studies have included more advance correlational techniques to explain 
relationships between several variables (Gall et al., 2007). 

In the current study, the relationships between the constructs were examined in correlational 
aspects. The quality of a correlational study are related to the complexity of design and analytic 
techniques, and if the design is led by theoretical guidelines (Gall et al., 2007). The current study 
tested constructs through conceptual models, which were theoretically justified. 

2.2. Participants and Data Collection Procedure 

Participants were 738 undergraduate students enrolled at a large Southern university in the U.S. 
After obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, and the data was collected face-to-face 
and online by distributing instruments to participants. The total number of students invited to the 
study was 938, and 775 of these students participated in the study. However, after the data 
cleaning procedure, the final usable data included 738 participants, yielding a 78.6% response rate. 

The number of female (n = 364, 49.3%) and male (n = 371, 50.3%) participants were similar and 
two (.3%) participants reported gender as other than male, female, or transgender. The age of 
participants ranged from 18 to 64 (M = 21.99, SD = 4.19). Ethnicities of the participants were as 
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follows: White (n = 406, 55%), Hispanic/Latino (n = 177, 24%), African American (n = 56, 7.6%), 
Asian (n = 56, 7.6%), American Indian/Alaska Native (n = 3, .4%), Hawaiian Native/Pacific 
Islander (n = 3, .4%), other (n = 36, 4.9%), with one participant (.1%) missing data. Most 
participants were college juniors (n = 311, 42.1%), followed by seniors (n = 221, 29.9%), 
sophomores (n = 151, 20.5%), freshmen (n = 33, 4.5%), other (n = 20, .3%), with two (.3%) missing 
data.  

2.3. Instruments 

2.3.1. Negative life events 

The Life Experiences Survey [LES] (Sarason et al., 1978) was used to measure negative life events. 
The LES is a self-report instrument that includes a list of totally 60 specific events, including 10 
events relevant to undergraduate students and three blank spaces for participants to write in other 
events. When a participant experienced an event within the last 12 months, the student rated the 
effect of the events from extremely negative (-3) to extremely positive (+3). The LES provides a 
total score of negative and positive life events by summing the negative and positive effects of the 
events, respectively.  In this study, only the negative life events total score was used. To avoid any 
confusion, we transformed negative values of negative life events' total scores to absolute values. 
Thus, a higher score indicates more negative events. Because an item of the LES could be scored 
for both the negative life event total score or the positive life event total score, the Cronbach’s 
alpha was not calculated in this study. 

2.3.2. Optimism 

The Life Orientation Test-Revised [LOT-R] (Scheier et al., 1994) was used to measure optimism. 
The LOT-R includes 10 items consisting of three positively worded items, three negatively worded 
items, and four filler items. The LOT-R uses a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly 
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The LOT-R provides a total score that is the sum of positively 
worded items and reversed negatively worded items. Scheier et al. (1994) reported Chronbach’s 
alpha of .78. In this study, Chronbach’s alpha was found to be .81, which indicated an acceptable 
level of reliability (Pallant, 2010). 

2.3.3. Hope 

The Adult Dispositional Hope Scale [ADHS] (Snyder et al., 1991) was used to measure the trait 
hope. The ADHS includes 12 items, four items on the agency subscale (goal-directed energy), four 
items on the pathways subscale (planning to meet goals), and four filler questions. Participants 
were asked to rate each item on a 4-point scale from 1 (definitely false) to 4 (definitely true). Even 
though the ADHS can provide a total score and scores for both subscales, we only used the total 
scores in this study. Snyder et al. (1991) reported Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .74 to .84 for the 
total score. Cronbach’s alpha for ADHS total score in this study was .78, which indicated an 
acceptable level of internal consistency (Pallant, 2010). 

2.3.4. Gratitude 

The Gratitude Questionnaire-6 [GQ-6] (McCullough et al., 2002) was used to measure this variable. 
The GQ-6 assesses individuals’ experiences and expressions of appreciation and thankfulness in 
daily life. The GQ-6 includes six items on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
7 (strongly agree). The GQ-6 provides a total score, with higher scores indicating higher levels of 
gratitude (McCullough et al., 2002). McCullough et al. (2002) reported the internal consistency of 
the GQ-6 to be .82. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency for the GQ-6 was 
.78, an acceptable internal consistency level (Pallant, 2010). 

2.3.5. Psychological distress 

The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale [K10] (Kessler et al., 2002) was the measure of 
psychological distress in this study. The K-10 has 10 items assessing symptoms experienced within 
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the previous 28 days (4 weeks). Items were scored using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (none 
of the time) to 5 (all of the time). The K-10 provides a total score ranging from 10 to 50, where higher 
scores indicate a higher level of general psychological distress. Kessler et al. (2002) reported a 
strong internal consistency for K-10 (α = .93). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated at .89. 

2.3.6. Life satisfaction 

We used the Satisfaction with Life Scale [SWLS] (Diener et al., 1985) to measure participants’ levels 
of life satisfaction.  The SWLS has five positively worded items, which are scored from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The SWLS provides a total score ranging from five to 35, where higher 
scores indicate more satisfaction with one’s life. Diener et al. (1985) reported that the coefficient 
alpha was .87, and the test-retest correlation coefficient was .82. Cronbach’s alpha was .85 in this 
study, indicating a good level of internal consistency (Pallant, 2010). 

2.4. Data Analysis 

All data were analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, Version 22) for descriptive 
statistics, Statistical Analysis System (SAS, Version 94) for confirmatory factor analyses (CFA), and 
Mplus (Version 7) for the structural models. An alpha level of .05 was set to ensure a 95% 
confidence level. We used structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the research questions. SEM 
explains the relationships between multiple variables and provides a quantitative test of a 
theoretical model (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). O'Rourke and Hatcher (2013) identified two steps 
for SEM: (a) developing a measurement model using CFA and (b) developing and testing a 
theoretical model. Therefore, we first conducted CFAs for each latent variable and tested the 
overall measurement model. However, since any item of the LES can load on positive or negative 
subscales depending on participants’ perception, we included negative life event total scores as a 
manifest variable into all models.  

Then, we tested the direct effects of negative life event scores on distress and life satisfaction 
using an SEM model. To determine the overall goodness of fit for CFA and SEM analyses, we used 
the following indices: (a) Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR, < .06) as one absolute 
index, (b) Comparative Fit Index (CFI, > .94) as an incremental index, and (c) Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA, < .06) as a parsimony index (Hu & Bentler, 1999; O'Rourke & 
Hatcher, 2013). 

Two models (the main effect and interaction models) for each moderator were estimated to test 
the moderation effects of optimism, hope, and gratitude on the effects of negative life events. The 
difference between the interaction and main effect models explains the effects of moderation 
(Maslowsky et al., 2014). To determine the relative fit of the interaction model (model 1) to the 
main effect model (model 0), we implemented the following formula (Maslowsky et al., 2014): 

D = - 2 [(log-likelihood for Model 0) - (log-likelihood for Model 1)].  

3. Results 

We conducted a data screening procedure to check the accuracy, missing values, and potential 
outliers to determine if the data was properly analyzed. First, missing data analysis showed that 
missing values in the data set were random (Little’s MCAR test: χ2 = 9.28, df = 6, p = .158). 
However, we removed eight cases when more than 50% of the measurements for that case 
contained missing information. In addition, we detected 29 outliers by examining standardized 
scores (z scores) and removed them from the analyses. Overall, the total reduction after the data 
cleaning procedure was less than 5%. Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations 
among study variables are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations 

  M SD LESNeg LOT-R ADHS GQ-6 K10 SWLS 

LESNeg 8.48 8.41 1      
LOT-R 15.32 4.23 -.176** 1     
ADHS 25.60 2.95 -.053 .455** 1    
GQ-6 36.24 4.74 -.064 .423** .432** 1   
K10 20.19 7.05 .352** -.492** -.289** -.294** 1 

 
SWLS 24.93 6.03 -.266** .442** .461** .454** -.428** 1 
Note. LESNeg: Negative life events total score; LOT-R: Optimism; ADHS: Hope; GQ-6: Gratitude; K10: Psychological 

distress; SWLS: Life satisfaction 

** p < .01 

3.1. Evaluation Measurement Models 

We first tested the measurement models of study variables, except negative life events, using CFA. 
We tested the theoretical measurement models of each variable, but no theoretical model reached 
the fit results criterion. Therefore, we modified the models based on the modification indices and 
theoretical justifications by freeing identified errors. Fit results of the theoretical and modified 
model of each variable and the overall measurement model are shown in Table 2. The results 
showed that modified models of each variable were verified. 

Table 2 
Model Fit Indices of Measurement Models 

  Chi-square DF SRMR CFI RMSEA 

LOT-R       
Theoretical Model  118.908 9 .058 .905 .134 
Modified Model  15.233 5 .022 .991 .056 

ADHS       
Theoretical Model  162.091 20 .063 .877 .102 
Modified Model  79.613 18 .042 .947 .070 

GQ-6       
Theoretical Model  181.622 9 .075 .877 .167 
Modified Model  15.549 7 .021 .994 .042 

K10       
Theoretical Model  706.030 35 .087 .811 .167 
Modified Model  132.167 29 .039 .971 .072 

SWLS       
Theoretical Model  34.354 5 .027 .980 .093 
Modified Model  8.716 4 .013 .997 .041 

Overall Measurement 
Model 

 1093.4628 531 .050 .944 .039 

Note. LOT-R: Optimism; ADHS: Hope; GQ-6: Gratitude; K10: Psychological distress; SWLS: Life satisfaction 

3.2. Testing the Direct Effects of Negative Life Events on Psychological Distress and Life 
Satisfaction 

The results of the estimated structural model revealed a good fit for this data  
(Chi-square = 5915.466; df = 120; SRMR = .039, CFI = .966, RMSEA = .053). The paths between 
negative life events and psychological distress and life satisfaction were all statistically significant 
(p = .00 for both). The participants’ negative life events scores accounted for 14% of the variance 
explained in their psychological distress and 8% of their life satisfaction scores (see Figure 1). In 
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other words, as expected, higher levels of negative life events contributed to higher levels of 
psychological distress and lower levels of life satisfaction. 

Figure 1 
Structural Model of Direct Effects 

 
Note. ***p < .001. All presented effects are standardized. 

3.3. Testing Moderating of Optimism, Hope, and Gratitude 

When testing the moderating effect of optimism, the optimism main effect model provided a good 
fit with this data (SRMR = .052, CFI = .956, RMSEA = .048). Log-likelihood ratio test comparing the 
log-likelihood values of the main and the interaction models for optimism was 11.25 for two free 
parameters, indicating a significant improvement. Results showed that optimism moderated 
negative life events’ prediction of psychological distress, but not life satisfaction. The results 
revealed that there was a stronger association between negative life events and psychological 
distress with low levels of optimism than with high levels of optimism (See Figure 2A).  

Regarding the moderating effects of hope, the hope main effect model provided a good fit with 
these data (SRMR = .046, CFI = .939, RMSEA = .050). Log-likelihood ratio test revealed a significant 
improvement from the main effect to interaction model (the difference was 19.46, p < .005), which 
refers to a significant interactional role. Hope significantly moderated negative life events’ 
prediction of psychological distress, but not life satisfaction. The results indicated that there was a 
stronger association between negative life events and psychological distress for those with low 
levels of hope than for participants with high levels of hope (See Figure 2B) 

With respect to the moderating influence of gratitude, the gratitude main effect model provided 
a good fit with these data (SRMR = .045, CFI = .962, RMSEA = .045). Log-likelihood ratio test 
revealed a significant moderation effect (the difference was 13.39, p < .005). The interaction 
between gratitude and negative life events significantly predicted psychological distress but not 
life satisfaction (see Table 3). The results indicated a stronger association between negative life 
events and psychological distress when gratitude levels are low than when they are high (See 
Figure 2C). 

4. Discussion 

This study examined the relationship between negative life events and psychological distress and 
life satisfaction in college students. In addition, this study investigated the moderating effects of 
optimism, hope, and gratitude on negative life events’ prediction of psychological distress and life 
satisfaction. The results revealed that negative life events positively predicted psychological 
distress and negatively predicted life satisfaction, consistent with previous literature showing a 
relationship between negative life events and psychological distress (Marum et al., 2014). 

Even though correlational studies do not allow us to make strong conclusions about cause-and-
effect relationships (Gall et al., 2007), it makes a theoretical sense that higher negative life events 
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Table 3 
Unstandardized Coefficients between Variables in the Main Effect Models and the Interaction Models 

 
Models Paths 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Optimism 
moderating 

Optimism Main 
effect model 

Optimism  distress -.66*** 
Optimism  life satisfaction .53*** 
Negative life events  distress .04*** 
Negative life events  life satisfaction -.03*** 

Optimism 
Interaction model 

Optimism  distress -.51*** 
Optimism  life satisfaction  .49*** 
Negative life events  distress .04*** 
Negative life events  life satisfaction -.03*** 
The Interaction  distress -.02* 
The Interaction  life satisfaction .00 

Hope 
moderating 

Hope Main effect 
model 

Hope  distress -.43*** 
Hope  life satisfaction  .71*** 
Negative life events  distress .05*** 
Negative life events  life satisfaction -.04*** 

Hope Interaction 
model 

Hope  distress -.22*** 
Hope  life satisfaction  .62*** 
Negative life events  distress .06*** 
Negative life events  life satisfaction -.04*** 
The Interaction  distress .06*** 
The Interaction  life satisfaction .01 

Gratitude 
moderating 

Gratitude Main 
effect model 

Gratitude  distress -.39*** 

Gratitude  life satisfaction  .67*** 

Negative life events  distress .05*** 

Negative life events  life satisfaction -.04*** 

Gratitude 
Interaction model 

Gratitude  distress -.24** 

Gratitude  life satisfaction  .66*** 

Negative life events  distress .05*** 

Negative life events  life satisfaction -.04*** 

The Interaction  distress -.02* 

The Interaction  life satisfaction .00 
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

lead to more psychological distress and less life satisfaction. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 
results of this study confirmed that negative life events such as the global pandemic of the 
coronavirus are a hazard for psychological health, well-being, and school interest in college 
students (Chi et al., 2020; Güngör et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020). 

This study also examined the buffering effects of optimism, hope, and gratitude on the effects of 
negative life events on psychological distress and life satisfaction. The findings revealed that 
optimism moderated negative life events’ prediction of psychological distress. Thus, an individual 
with a higher level of optimism had less psychological distress despite experiencing negative life 
events. Previous literature found that optimism moderated the effects of negative experiences on 
mental health (Lai, 2009), as well as suicidal ideation and suicide attempts (Hirsch et al., 2007). 
Similarly, Chang (1998) found that optimism moderated the effects of stress on depressive 
symptoms, and Tucker et al. (2013) found the significant moderating role of optimism on the 
association between rumination and suicide. Therefore, the findings of this study are consistent 
with previous research, which showed buffering effects of optimism on undesirable psychological 
outcomes. 
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Figure 2 
Optimism, hope and gratitude buffers the relationship between negative life events and psychological 
distress. 

 

 

Regarding moderating of hope, results showed that the relationship between negative life 
events and psychological distress was weaker when levels of hope were higher. Tucker et al. (2013) 
found that hope moderated the relationship between rumination and suicidal ideation. In another 
study, hope moderated the effects of negative life events on depressive symptoms (Visser et al., 
2013). In addition, Horton and Wallander (2001) found that hope lessened the effects stress level of 
mothers of children with chronic physical conditions on their distress. Hope was also a significant 
moderator between avoidant coping and general psychological distress (Glass et al., 2009). Overall, 
the findings of previous studies, which showed moderating effects of hope on variables such as 
negative life events, were supported by the results of this study. 

One finding of this study was that gratitude moderated the ability of negative life events to 
predict psychological distress. The literature has shown the negative relationship between 
gratitude and undesirable outcomes such as depression, stress, negative affectivity (e.g., 
McCullough et al., 2002; Watkins et al., 2003). However, to our knowledge, no studies have 
examined the buffering effects of gratitude on psychological distress associated with negative life 
events. This may be important in understanding the function of gratitude in coping and 
prevention. Participants with greater gratitude had significantly weaker levels of psychological 
distress than those with low levels of gratitude for both high and low levels of negative life events.  

Overall, optimism, hope, and gratitude buffered the effects of negative life events on 
psychological distress. The purpose of coping is to reduce undesirable emotions (Snyder, 1999). 
Thus, we propose that optimism, hope, and gratitude show potential for assisting college students 
in coping with negative life events. On the other hand, optimism, hope, and gratitude did not 
moderate the effects of negative life events on life satisfaction. Findings regarding moderating 
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effects of these variables for life satisfaction were contradictory. For example, Chang (1998) found 
that optimism moderated the effects of stress on life satisfaction. However, Chen et al. (2016) found 
that optimism did not moderate the impacts of socioeconomic status and self-esteem on life 
satisfaction. 

Regarding hope, no studies could be found that examined the moderating effects of hope on 
negative life events’ predictions of life satisfaction. Concerning the moderating of gratitude, 
Roberts et al. (2015) found that gratitude did not moderate the relationship between materialism 
and life satisfaction. Even though in this study and the literature, overall, these variables have been 
found as a moderator between predictor variables and negative outcome variables (e.g., 
psychological distress), we did not find them as significant moderators on life satisfaction, as 
logically consistent with Chen et al. (2016) and Roberts et al. (2015). Trait theory argues that “there 
is an element of stability in people’s levels of well-being that cannot be explained by the stability of 
the conditions of people’s lives, and that subjective well-being is strongly influenced by stable 
personality disposition” (Diener et al., 2011; p.189). Hence, it can be argued that optimism, hope, 
and gratitude did not lessen the effect of negative life events on life satisfaction because life 
satisfaction tends to be stable and not easily influenced by changeable life conditions. 
Nevertheless, the results showed that optimism, hope, and gratitude are still directly related to life 
satisfaction. Thus, we can conclude that even though the hope, optimism, and gratitude did not 
buffer the effects of negative life events, which are based on changeable life conditions, their direct 
stable effects can be positive on life satisfaction. 

5. Implications for College Counselors and Administrations 

Although college life is often depicted as one of the best times in life, it can also be the first early 
experiences of loss and trauma. For instance, besides the health risks associated with COVID-19, 
they may be required to attend distance education, are experiencing financial problems, cut off 
from social support of friends and family, and feeling a loss of interest in school. Therefore, college 
counselors should be aware that collecting information about such life issues, even those which are 
not considered trauma, can help understand the roots of clients’ problems. 

The main implication of the current study is that positive psychological variables can help 
college students combat the usual stresses of college life and the unique stress of this pandemic 
era. The literature contains guidance for developing psychoeducational and in-session techniques 
for increasing optimism, hope, and gratitude (e.g., Parks & Schueller, 2014). Carver et al. (2011) 
have identified cognitive-behavioral therapies and techniques can be helpful for clients to enhance 
optimism. Other authors have recommended programs to enhance hope (e.g., HOPE-IN by 
Rustøen et al., 2011; Mindfulness Hope Therapy by Thornton et al., 2014). Young and Hutchinson 
(2012) suggested that counselors recognize that “there is sufficient evidence to recommend the use 
of gratitude-based interventions” (p. 109). Similarly, Senf and Liau (2013) found the effectiveness 
of the gratitude-based intervention. Participants were asked to write a letter to someone they feel 
grateful to and have never thanked. In another experimental study, Rash et al. (2011) tested the 
effectiveness of a 4-week gratitude contemplation intervention program on well-being among 56 
adults. 

Murff (2005) pointed out that effective coping strategies are necessary for college students to 
continue their professional workforce (Murff, 2005). Thus, counseling and educational practices 
that potentially increase optimism, hope, and gratitude would also help college students overcome 
stress and eventually increase academic and professional performance. In addition to counseling-
related individual and group interventions, college administrations could include courses to 
enhance positive psychology variables into the curriculum. Also, techniques or interventions for 
optimism, hope, and gratitude can be included in counselor education programs, as a course or as 
a part of a course. Therefore, students can be better prepared to help clients cope with life events. 
Similarly, positive psychology in school settings has been discussed and suggested in the literature 
(Güngör, 2017; Seligman et al. 2009). 
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6. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The major limitation of this study was its correlational approach which tested relationships 
between variables from a set of data. The results revealed relationships between negative life 
events and psychological distress and life satisfaction, but it is not possible to make firm 
conclusions about causality. Another limitation was stem from the sampling method (criteria 
sampling). The target population of this study was undergraduate students in the U.S., and the 
accessible population was a large university in the Southeastern U.S. Therefore, the results should 
be considered in this light. Another limitation was the instrumentation. Because each item can 
measure each event as either positive or negative in the LES, the internal reliability of the negative 
life event score could not be calculated. Thus, the limitation is due to the lack of information 
concerning the reliability and validity of the LES. All the instruments in the study suffer from the 
limitation that they are self-report. 

Future studies designed as longitudinal and experimental should address the relationship 
between negative life events and psychological distress and life satisfaction to help draw more 
definitive conclusions about causality. For example, the next logical step is to conduct 
experimental studies with college students, focusing on utilizing these positive psychology 
variables to improve coping and enhance life satisfaction. In addition, how optimism, hope, and 
gratitude help individuals cope. Thus, future qualitative studies will be helpful to understand 
these dynamics better. Despite these needs for future investigation, the authors recommend 
incorporating targeted psychoeducational programs to groups of college students and further 
training for college counseling in helping clients enhance positive psychological states to combat 
the effects of negative life events. 
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