
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perceptions of Hope and Hopelessness Among Low-Income African American 

Adolescents 

 

 DISSERTATION  

Presented in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree Doctor of Philosophy 

in the Graduate School of The Ohio State University  

 

By  

Dana Michelle Harley, MSW 

Graduate Program in Social Work  

The Ohio State University  

2011  

Dissertation Committee:  

Rudolph Alexander, Advisor  

Dawn Anderson-Butcher 

Mo Yee Lee  

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright by  

Dana Michelle Harley 

2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

  In 2001, African American minors comprised 30 percent of children living below 

the poverty threshold. High poverty environments tend to intensify feelings of 

hopelessness, powerlessness, depression, and high levels of stress among such youth. 

Yet, few studies have examined the perceptions of hope and hopelessness among poor 

African American adolescents.  Furthermore, children and adolescents have not 

historically co-constructed research. This study explores the constructs of hope and 

hopelessness from the viewpoint of research participants utilizing photographs taken by 

research participants and in-depth interviews.  The following questions guided the 

research study: a) How do low-income African American adolescents perceive and 

experience hope? b) How do low-income African American adolescents think about 

goals, future orientation and hope? c) How do low-income African American adolescents 

experience and perceive hopelessness? In-depth interviews were conducted and 

photographs representing hope and hopelessness were taken by 16 African American 

adolescents ages 13-17. Constant comparative analysis was employed to analyze 

interviews and photographs. Qualitative analysis software Nvivo9 was utilized to assist in 

data reduction and for the generation of themes across the data.  The use of photovoice 

with such populations offers unique perspectives and allows for expression of sensitive 



iii 

topics. The analyses yielded important information about how hope and hopelessness are 

experienced and perceived in the everyday lives of the youth.  Hope generated five 

themes including caring connections, spirituality, education, "basic needs,” and 

“gonna make it mentality.”  Perceptions of hopelessness were connected to negative 

attitudes and beliefs, external constraints, negative behaviors, and deleterious 

environmental conditions.  This study reshapes the constructs of hope and hopelessness 

beyond the cognitive process related to goal attainment. It provides specific factors that 

promote hope and factors that impinge upon hope in low-income African American 

adolescents.  This study also gives new insight to culturally relevant ways in which hope 

is defined and maintained among African American adolescents. This study highlights 

the use of culturally sensitive research methods with populations that have been 

historically understudied and marginalized. Findings from the study provide important 

implications for social work practitioners, researchers, and educators in understanding the 

perceptions of children and adolescents.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

African Americans constitute about 24 percent of those who live in poverty in the 

United States (U.S. Census Bureau 2008; Williams, Sawyer, & Wahlstrom, 2005).  

However, African Americans comprise roughly 12 percent of the total U.S. population 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  Given the representation of African Americans in the 

United States, this group is overrepresented among the poor (Williams, Sawyer, & 

Wahlstrom, 2005).  In 2007, more than two million African American families were 

living below the federal poverty level (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  Those under the age 

of 18 were most likely to be impoverished. In 2006, the poverty rate for minors in the 

United States was approximately 17 percent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  In 2001, 

African American minors comprised 30 percent of children living below the poverty 

threshold (U.S. Census Bureau 2008: Williams, Sawyer, & Wahlstrom, 2005).   

The impact of poverty among people of color living in poor neighborhoods has 

been well documented (Bolland, Lian & Formichella, 2005; Connell, 1994; 2005; Jarrett, 

1995; Logan, 2001; See, 2007; Wilson, 1987; Wood, 2003). Economically impoverished 

neighborhoods and communities are often characterized by physical and social disorder, 

drug and alcohol use, unemployment, limited public services, and crime and 

victimization (Bolland et al., 2005).   Exposure to community violence increases the 



2 

likelihood of poor African Adolescents experiencing internalizing related symptoms 

(Grant, et al., 2005). Individuals residing in such neighborhoods are at increased risk for 

experiencing heightened levels of fear and anxiety, which reduces one‟s perception about 

being in control of one‟s life (Bolland, et al., 2005; Durant et al., 1995).  Furthermore, 

such individuals often experience intense feelings of powerlessness and feel unable to 

escape poor social conditions (Bolland, et al., 2005; Durant et al., 1995).  

 Wood (2003) documented the negative effect of poverty on the physical health of 

children.  Poverty contributes to poor health and chronic health conditions in children.  

Impoverished children face higher rates of hospital admission, disability days, and death 

rates (Wood, 2003).  Additionally, such children lack access to preventive, curative, and 

emergency health care (Wood, 2003).  High rates of teenage pregnancy continue to 

plague poor African American girls (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2000).  Coley and Chase-

Lansdale (2000) suggest that impoverished female adolescents will likely face limited 

opportunities and life choices.  As a result, such girls may not necessarily view teenage 

pregnancy or out-of-wedlock births as problematic.  Furthermore, poor girls are more 

likely to be exposed to models of single-mother families.  Coley and Chase-Lansdale also 

contend that poverty is not a uniform experience and developmental research should 

continue to examine the process by which family experiences influence the functioning of 

youth (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2006).   

 Impoverished African American youth have been the focus of numerous studies 

across academic disciplines (See, 2007).  Poverty stricken neighborhoods tend to have 

deleterious effects on such youth (Billingsley & Rodriguex, 2007; Duncan & Brooks-

Gunn; 2000; Logan, 2001; Wilson 1987).  One of the major issues that plague inner-city 
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adolescents is violence.   Poverty, limited economic opportunities, overcrowding, 

disorganization, exposure to family and community violence, lack of neighborhood 

connectedness, access to firearms, and negative peer influences put impoverished African 

American youth at risk for engaging in aggression and violent behavior (Logan, 2001).  

Furthermore, such environments tend to escalate feelings of feelings of hopelessness, 

powerlessness, depression, and high levels of stress among such youth (Logan, 2001).    

 Few studies have examined the perceptions of hope and hopelessness among poor 

African American adolescents.  Snyder (2005) pointed out that very little psychological 

theory and research has addressed the area of children‟s hope.  The study of hopelessness 

in children has primarily focused on children and adolescents experiencing suicidal 

intentions and severe psychological problems (Synder, 2005; Kazdin, 1986).  This study 

explores the perceptions of hope and hopelessness among low-income African American 

adolescents.  

 Traditionally, children have not participated in co-constructing research with 

investigators (Freeman & Mathinson, 2009).  This study seeks to remedy that situation by 

exploring the constructs of hope and hopelessness from the view point of research 

participants.  Research methods such as grounded theory seek to examine experiences of 

individuals in a rigorous and detailed manner (Charmaz, 2003).  Photography has been 

utilized in research with children and adolescents as an alternative means in which to 

examine various topics of interest (Freeman & Mathinson, 2009).  Photovoice is a 

research method that typically involves giving cameras to research participants and 

asking them to take pictures in their schools, home, or community related to the topic of 

interest (Wang, 2006).  This particular method has been utilized with populations that 
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have been historically oppressed or marginalized, and particularly with vulnerable 

populations such as children (Wang, 2006).    

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this combined grounded theory and photovoice study is to explore 

and better understand how the constructs of hope and hopelessness are defined, 

perceived, and experienced by impoverished African American adolescents between ages 

13 and 17.  Previous research suggests that feelings of hopelessness are a defining 

characteristic of the “underclass personality” (Wilson, 1987).  Poverty is linked to 

perceived feelings of failure and predicts hopelessness (Bolland, Lian, & Formichella, 

2005; Bolland et al., 2004; Bolland, 2003).  Research in the area of the effects of 

hopelessness on impoverished youths has lagged behind; however, researchers have 

begun to explore the impact of neighborhood context on developmental tasks during 

adolescence.   

Social science research literature is laden with problem-focused research and 

lacks studies which examine resilient and hopeful African American adolescents.  Davis-

Maye and Perry (2007) suggest a growing need for studies that identify specific factors 

that contribute to the development of hope and success among poor African American 

adolescents, especially girls.  See (2007) also recognizes this void in the literature and 

calls for future studies to examine the unique needs and strengths of African American 

girls.  Davis-Maye and Perry (2007) point out that concepts such as success and hope 

need to be contextually defined.  Such concepts are often measured by standards foreign 

to environments in which African Americans dwell.  Future research should focus on and 

include qualitative studies to reshape the definition of success and hope as defined by 



5 

African American adolescents, and to allow for clearer discussions for identifying factors 

specifically contributing to hopefulness.   

A study examining hopelessness and violence among inner city youths revealed 

that approximately 20-30 percent of a sample of 583 adolescents were indeed 

experiencing feelings of hopelessness (Bolland, McCallum, Lian, Bailey, & Rowman, 

2001).  The majority of inner-city adolescents in this study was not suffering from 

despair and feelings of hopelessness (Bolland, et al., 2001). Weinger (1998) studied the 

perceptions of career opportunities of children living in poverty.  Results of Weinger‟s 

concluded that poor children often experience diminished career options; however, most 

children held onto hope that they would secure employment in the future.   

 Bolland et al. (2001) points out that the ethnographic literature characterizes 

impoverished youth as reluctant to plan for the future due to feelings of hopelessness 

regarding their present circumstances.  While such youth may be leery of their future, 

feelings of hopelessness were not found to be widespread among inner city youth 

(Bolland, 2001).  Results of a study conducted by Bolland et al., (2001) concluded that 

relatively few youths in their study were hopeless in regards to the future.  However, 

hopelessness was a predictor of risk behaviors among youths (Bolland, 2003).  In regard 

to future studies, further exploration is needed to better understand the developmental 

quality of hope and hopelessness at different ages, along with factors that contribute to 

both hope and hopelessness (Bolland, Lian, & Formichella, 2005).   

Relevance of Study 

 This study focused on how impoverished African American youth construct 

meaning about their feelings and experiences related to hope and hopelessness.  One of 
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the unique aspects of this study is the participants‟ ability to co-construct their realities 

alongside the researcher though the use of photovoice.  While quantitative research 

methods are vital, they alone cannot provide all the knowledge and critical insights 

necessary to fully appreciate children‟s experiences (Darbyshire, Macdougall, & Schiller 

2005).  Qualitative studies allow researchers to explore and describe the daily lives of 

African Americans in the context of their communities.  More specifically, this type of 

research provides an account of how adolescents feel about their lives and the world in 

which they reside (Jarrett, 1995).   This study increases awareness and broadens the 

understanding of how impoverished African American youth conceptualize and 

experience feelings of hope and hopelessness in the face of adversity.   Moreover, it 

provides critical insights regarding specific factors that contribute to the development of 

hope among such youth, as well as specific factors that impinge upon the development of 

hope. Implications are made for social work, practice, research, and education.   

Significance and Contribution 

Few studies have contextually examined hope and hopelessness among low-

income African American adolescents.  Furthermore, little is known about how such 

youths assign meaning to, perceive, and experience hope and hopelessness.   This study 

adds to the social work literature by examining the constructs of hope and hopelessness 

from a cultural and contextual view point.  Youth participants constructed meaning about 

and defined hope and hopelessness for themselves, thereby expanding the constructs of 

hope and hopelessness previously existing in the research literature.  This study provides 

important insights regarding specific factors that promote and impinge upon hope among 

low-income African American adolescents.  An increased awareness and understanding 
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of the developmental process of hope and hopelessness among such adolescents is the 

aim of this study.   

Definitions of Central Constructs 

 Hope and hopelessness are the central constructs that examined in this study.  

While other disciplines have such as philosophy, anthropology, nursing, and psychology 

have produced numerous qualitative and quantitative studies examining the etiology of 

hope and hopelessness, social work has very few related studies (Miller, 1986).  

Furthermore, studies examining adolescents of color and their perceptions of hope and 

hopelessness have been missing from the social work literature.   

 Hope has been conceptualized a variety of ways across academic disciplines.  

Miller and Powers (1988) provide a multidimensional definition of hope, “a state of being 

characterized by an anticipation for a continued good state, an improved state, or a 

release from perceived entrapment. The anticipation may or may not be founded on 

concrete, real world evidence.  Hope is an anticipation of a future which is good, based 

on mutuality (relationships with others), a sense of personal competence, coping ability, 

psychological well-being, purpose and meaning in life, and a sense of the possible” (p. 6).  

Davis-Maye and Perry (2007) operationalize hope as “a protective mechanism that 

influences an adolescent‟s knowledge and ability to perform self-care in the face of 

stressful events” (p.131-314).  Hope is the fuel that drives individuals to succeed in 

adverse circumstances.  More important, impoverished African American youth need to 

possess the feelings of hope, despite their deleterious surroundings (Davis-Maye & Perry, 

2007).    The qualitative nature of this study does not call for a rigid set of definitions to 
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describe the central themes being explored; rather, a tentative and flexible definition will 

be utilized and shaped by data from the participants (Creswell, 2003).   

In the literature, hopelessness has been conceptualized and measured as a negative 

belief about future orientation.  Previous research suggests that youths living in poverty 

often express hopelessness or pessimism regarding future life chances and survival into 

adulthood.  Therefore, many impoverished youths feel that it is pointless to ponder about 

and plan for a future that may remain unseen.  Although poverty can impede planning for 

the future for such youths, many individuals living in economically impoverished 

neighborhoods do not yield to feelings of hopelessness (Bolland, Lian, & Formichella, 

2005). 

Methodological Overview 

 

 A constructivist grounded theory approach and a participatory action research 

(photovoice) data collection method were combined in this study to explore how 

impoverished African American adolescents define, perceive, and experience the 

constructs of hope and hopelessness.  Grounded theory seeks to understand the 

experiences of individuals in a rigorous and detailed manner.  More specifically, 

constructivist grounded theory focuses on how research participants construct meanings 

and actions (Charmaz, 2003).  In regard to photovoice procedures, study participants are 

typically given cameras and asked to take pictures in their schools, home, or community 

related to the topic of interest (Wang, 2006).  This technique allows those with the least 

access to create images, meaning, and knowledge and provides an avenue though which 

to inform the broader society (Wang, 200).   The following questions guided the research 

study:  (1) How do low-income African American adolescent perceive and experience 
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hope?  (2) How do low-income African American adolescents think about goals, future 

orientation, and hope? 3) How do low-income African American adolescents perceive 

and experience hopelessness?  

The Researcher’s Unique Position 

   This writer has extensive experience working with economically disadvantaged 

populations of color in both professional and research settings.  These experiences 

include working with such youths in a drug and alcohol prevention agency, providing 

psychotherapy services in a school-based health center, and providing home-based 

psychotherapy services.  Research experiences with this population include providing 

psychotherapy to homeless youths in Columbus, Ohio and administering surveys to such 

youths in Mobile, Alabama in an effort to measure risk behaviors.   

The researcher in this study maintains a position of “emic” researcher as she 

shares the same racial and cultural background of the study participants.  Emic research 

assumes that people have their own theories about cultural competence, knowledge and 

communication; that can be used to construct an account of communicative competence 

grounded in the research participants‟ perspectives (Witteborn, 2003).  Padgett (2008) 

pointed out the usefulness of considering the social, cultural, and psychological distance 

to be traveled when employing qualitative research.  Padgett offered both advantages and 

disadvantages of studying the familiar or maintaining an emic status.  Two major 

advantages to studying the familiar include easier development of rapport and possibly a 

head start in knowledge about the research topic.  When studying the familiar, paths to 

acceptance and cooperation tend to be greater and participants‟ comfort levels are higher.  

This familiarity can be beneficial especially when researchers seek to gain access to a 
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research site.  Studying the familiar also suggests that one has prior knowledge about the 

topic through personal or professional experience.   

Obviously, studying the familiar is also accompanied by disadvantages, such as 

the risks of being too close to the research.  Studying the unfamiliar offers its advantages 

and disadvantages.  An outsider, or etic, perspective may offer the distance necessary to 

discover unspoken cultural rules and norms, with less chance of the researcher 

experiencing role confusion.  A disadvantage of the outsider perspective in regard to 

knowing too little may lead to prejudice or stereotyping, resulting in making assumptions 

too quickly.  Accessibility and acceptance are more difficult to achieve when chartering 

unfamiliar territory (Padgett, 2008).   Managing the potential threats of emic research will 

be discussed elsewhere in this paper.   

This writer‟s professional and research experiences has given rise to a strong 

interest and a desire to further pursue inquiry into the lived experiences of impoverished 

African American youth.  While the author has extensive practice experience with the 

identified population,  the author does not assume an omniscient point of view; rather, 

study participants are the experts on their own lives and experiences of hope and 

hopelessness.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Several theoretical perspectives contribute to the knowledge base in this study of 

hope and hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents including risk 

and resilience theory, hope theory, and possible selves theory.  Each of these theoretical 

frameworks is presented in this chapter. Also discussed are relevant studies in the 

research literature in regard to the development of hope and hopelessness among low-

income African American adolescents. Particular attention is given to the areas of family, 

race and ethnicity, socioeconomic class, education, and neighborhood context associated 

with the developmental aspects of the lives of low-income African American adolescents.  

Wilson (1987) suggests that developing nations and low-income African 

American families have common features including, low economic development, high 

infant mortality rates, short life spans, and low levels of educational attainment.   

Furthermore, Williams (2005) suggests that poor African American youths are: 

(1) Socially isolated from mainstream America. 

(2) Exposed to ghetto cultures directly and to a materialistic mainstream culture   

      through television. 

(3) Devastated by poor living conditions, unsafe streets, and economic distress.  
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(4) Suffer inadequate and turbulent school conditions.    

Despite such bleak circumstances, the majority of African American adolescents 

maintain hope and do not succumb to the negative impact of poverty (Bolland, 2003).  

Multiple frameworks have been utilized in the research literature to examine resilience 

and positive youth development.  One framework for understanding positive youth 

development involves examining risk and resilience factors.  A discussion of Risk and 

Resilience Framework follows.   

Risk and Resilience Theory 

Very often in the literature impoverished African American youth are labeled as 

at-risk or high risk.  Risk and resilience theory accounts for such risk among this 

population and provides a framework for understanding how people maintain well-being 

despite adversity.  Masten (2001) offered the following explanation for the phenomenon 

of resilience, “resilience appears to be a common phenomenon that results in most cases 

from the operation of basic human adaptation systems.  If those systems are protected and 

in good working order, development is robust even in the face of adversity; if these major 

systems are impaired, antecedent, or consequent to adversity, then the risk for 

developmental problems is much greater, particularly if the environmental hazards are 

prolonged” (pp. 227).   

Several key terms are associated with the risk and resilience theory including 

resilience, risk, cumulative risks, protective factors, and buffering factors.   Although the 

definition of resilience varies slightly among theorists, it can be defined as markedly 

successful adaptation following in the face of adversity or following an adverse event 

(Fraser, 1999; Greene, 2008; Rutter, 1987).  Risks are defined as factors that influence or 
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increase the statistical probability of the onset of stress or negative outcomes following 

an adverse event.  Such adverse events include childhood abuse, chronic family conflict, 

academic failure, early sexual involvement, peer rejection, neighborhood disorganization, 

poverty, sexism, and racism, natural disasters, violence (Masten & Coatsworth, 2001).   

Cumulative risks are the total negative life events or experiences over a lifetime, which 

act as a means of classifying individuals as high or low risk (Greene, 2008).  

Catalano et al. (2004) have extensively investigated risk and protective factors 

among adolescents. These authors suggest that the relationship between school boding 

and risk behaviors among adolescents contributes to positive outcomes such as academic 

performance and social competence.  Strong school bonding is also associated with less 

engagement in risky behaviors such as drug and alcohol use, criminal activity, and gang 

involvement.  Hawkins, Horn, and Arthur (2004) point out that communities vary in risk 

and protective factors associated with adolescent substance use.  Communities may be 

the source of both risk and protective factors in the prevalence of substance use among 

adolescents.  Thus, actions targeted at decreasing risk factors that are prevalent in a 

community should also simultaneously enhance protective factors in regards to 

preventing risky behaviors and substance use.   

 Fraser (1999) offers the following guidelines for studying resilience as: one must 

(1) specify the risk factors that threaten adaptation; (2) identify criteria for determining 

successful adaptation; and (3) create a conceptual framework for organizing for the 

individual and environmental factors.  Fraser (1999) concludes that, “the search for 

factors that promote resilience must always include family, school, neighborhood, and 

other influences that promote successful adaptation in the face of adversity” (pp.143).  
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Risk factors and resiliency factors specific to African American adolescents and families 

are discussed next. 

Risk Factors 

Unique challenges and stressors of African American adolescents‟ development 

will be explored at this point in the discussion.  Logan (2001) argues that African 

American youths must contend with racism, inequality, and exclusion. Furthermore, such 

youth often experience diminished opportunities to succeed, which may result in acts of 

physical violence, decreased self-worth, and poor self-image (Logan, 2001).  African 

American youth are at greater risk of being devalued by society that their white 

counterparts.  As a result, the formation of a positive identity for African American 

youths may be tarnished because of the broader society‟s lack of validation.  

 Logan (2001) identifies several other unique challenges that are associated with 

the psychosocial development of African American youths.  These challenges include 

pressures to join gangs, adoption of survival “street” skills, changes in African American 

family structure, and declines in social institutions.    Pressure to join gangs continues to 

be a vexing problem for many inner-city black youths.  Reports from the National Youth 

Violence Prevention Center indicated that gang membership across the country had 

grown to over 772,500 members in 2005 (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005).  Historical 

research on gang involvement reveals that youth typically join gangs as a result of limited 

access to opportunities and success. Gang membership often becomes attractive when 

such youths view the gang as offering a chance for upward mobility and an escape from 

impoverished conditions (Blackmore, Mayo, & Blakemore, 2007).  African American 
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youths who perceive their families as non-nurturing are more likely to become involved 

in gang activity (Logan, 2001).   

Low-income African adolescents must often navigate potentially dangerous 

environments, which require adaptation survival skills, especially for boys.  Majors and 

Billson (1992) coined the term “cool pose” to describe mannerisms of young African 

American males, especially those in impoverished urban areas.  The adoption of survival 

“street” skills typically involves adapting behaviors, scripts, physical posturing, and 

impression management that represent pride, strength and control.  The cool pose serves 

as a protective mechanism that validates black males in the face of oppression, racism, 

rejection, and daily dangers.  Although the cool pose can serve as a self image booster 

and neutralize stress, it also has the potential to cause the problems for the black males in 

the broader society.  For example, constant repression and masking of feelings may 

eventually lead to inability to openly express feelings, even when it is safe and 

appropriate.  Furthermore, young African American males may be dissuaded from 

achieving academically because of discomfort in the school environment and the pressure 

to be “cool” from peers.  The cool pose may also limit young black males in terms of 

forming hobbies, exploring interests, and social exposure to activities such as camping or 

visiting museums (Majors & Billson, 1992).   

Low-income African American adolescents must also contend with a host of 

environmental problems other than potentially dangerous surroundings.  Poor inner-city 

neighborhoods tend to have a cyclical force of factors which contribute to inferior value 

performance for residents of such dwellings.  Additionally, poverty, bad health, and low 

educational standards are reinforced in these environments (Parsons, 1967).  Wilson 
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(1987) suggests that developing nations and the underclass have common features 

including low economic development, high infant mortality rates, short life spans, and 

low levels of educational attainment.    

Previous research suggests that distress, disconnectedness, and hopelessness in 

inner-city areas are associated with neighborhood level characteristics (e.g. physical and 

social disorder, drug and alcohol use, unemployment, limited public services, crime and 

the stigma of race) and family relationships (Bolland, Lian, and Formichella, 2005).  

Stable and supportive family environments and relationships provide children in such 

neighborhoods emotional security and serve as protective factors.  Unstable or 

inconsistent households place stress and anxiety on children which in turn puts them at 

risk for psychological and behavioral problems.   

Additionally, inner-city neighborhoods tend to be plagued by a high degree of 

physical and social disorder (Bolland et al., 2005).  High incidences of violence and 

exposure to violence are common in such neighborhoods.  Social disorder heightens 

levels of fear in individuals, therefore reducing the perception of having control over 

one‟s life.  Individuals in such neighborhoods often have limited opportunities to develop 

and maintain social networks and support systems.  Lack of opportunity to establish 

healthy networks can result in disconnectedness to the neighborhood and give rise to a 

sense of hopelessness.  

Increasingly, researchers have begun to consider the relationship between 

neighborhood context and developmental tasks during adolescence. During adolescence, 

youths develop the necessary skills to begin planning for the future.  Adolescents living 

in economically impoverished neighborhoods often express pessimistic views regarding 
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their futures,  and may be a risk for failing to achieve the important task of the 

development of future orientation (Bolland et al., 2005).  Although African American 

adolescents may be at increased risk for being exposed to adverse environmental 

conditions and resultant pessimistic outlooks, some youth are able to withstand such risks 

and transition successfully into adulthood.  This phenomenon can be explained by the 

presence of protective factors which are presented in the following section.   

Protective Factors 

  Werner (2004) monitored the impact of biological, psychological, and social risk 

factors on high-risk children through their middle aged years.  Quality of the child-

rearing environment and emotional support from significant others were identified as 

protective factors.  Moreover, most high-risk children survive into adulthood and 

maintain jobs, families, and satisfying relationships, despite troubling odds early on such 

as mental health problems, delinquencies, and teenage pregnancies.  Protective factors are 

events and conditions that assist individuals in reducing risk and increasing adaptation.  

Buffering factors act as mediators and provide resistance to risk factors (Greene, 2008).   

It is necessary to recognize protective factors that promote psychosocial resilience in 

populations considered at risk.  Psychologically related strengths that increase resilience 

include; strong cognitive abilities, easy temperament in infancy, positive self-perceptions, 

self-efficacy, a sense of meaning in life, a positive self outlook, good self-regulation of 

emotions and impulses, talents valued by self and others, and general appeal or 

attractiveness to others.  Social factors that promote resilience is children and adolescents 

include close relationships with caregivers, authoritative parenting, positive family 

climate, low parental discord, organized home environment, post-secondary education of 
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parents, parent involvement in child‟s education, socioeconomic advantages and positive 

peer relationships.  Other social factors that promote resilience include; effective schools, 

membership in prosocial organizations, collective neighborhoods, high levels of public 

safety, good emergency services, and availability of good health care (Greene, 2008; 

Masten, 1994).   

Historically, the African American family has endured racism, oppression, and 

marginalization (Wilson, 1987).  Through such adverse conditions, African American 

families have endured and continue to work toward upward mobility.  Below are nine 

basic concepts identified by Martin and Martin (1985) that help to explain resiliency 

among the African American family.  

1) Black helping tradition-- refers to survival mechanisms and traditions passed 

down from generation to generation.  

2) Black extended family-- consists of a multigenerational, interdependent  

       kinship network of people who care for each other‟s needs. 

3) Mutual aid-- a dominant element in extended family life, involves family 

members sharing resources necessary for survival and growth. 

4) Social class cooperation-- family members with different income, educational, 

and social class cooperate in giving and receiving aid.   

5) Male-female equality--Black males and females have a shared equality in 

relationships and rely less on a patriarchal or matriarchal system.   

6) Prosocial behavior-- involves the attitudes and practices of cooperation, 

sharing, and caring, that Black adults teach Black children the tradition of 

Black self-help so that such skills can be passed on to future generations. 
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7) Fictive kin-- the caregiving and mutual-aid relationship among non-blood 

related individuals that provide support and assistance.   

8) Racial consciousness-- the awareness of past traumas and historical incidents 

that make up the Black experience.  A racial pride that promotes perseverance 

despite the past. 

9) Religious consciousness-- acknowledgement of a belief in God and the 

spiritual side of self.  Efforts are made to live by certain Godly principles.   

These nine concepts are attributed to the African American family‟s ability to 

survive, to implement self-help, to maintain hope, and to strive for overall growth and 

development (Logan, 2001). 

 Additionally, the African American family plays a pivotal role in ensuring the 

academic success of their children.  Researchers regard positive racial identity as 

enhancing academic engagement and achievement among African American children.  

Factors linked to positive racial identity that promote academic achievement among this 

group includes group pride, connections to other group members, and values for group 

cultural processes (Freeark & Davidson, 2006; Ogbu, 1986).  Parents have a fundamental 

role in promoting positive racial identity among African American youth.  One primary 

way that parents can promote positive identity among black children is though racial or 

ethnic socialization.  Racial or ethnic socialization occurs in a variety of ways including:  

(1) cultural socialization that emphasizes pride in and the history of the group;  

(2) preparation for bias socialization aimed at making children aware of potential  

     discrimination and supporting the development of racial coping skills; 
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(3) egalitarian socialization that emphasizes tolerance of others (Brega & 

Coleman, 1999; Murray, Stokes, & Peacock, 1999; Freeark & Davidson 2006).  

 As cited by Freeark and Davidson (2006), positive racial socialization is linked to 

healthy outcomes such as self esteem, adaptive coping skills, problem solving, fewer 

behavioral problems, and positive academic success.  

 Often, informal community protective mechanisms that promote resiliency in 

African American children are in the form of kinship networks, friendship networks, 

neighborhood networks, and peer groups.  For instance, Black teenage mothers who have 

a supportive kinship network tend to fare better than those who do not have such 

networks.  Kinship networks also provide childcare, shelter, clothing, money, 

transportation, surrogate parenting, informal adoption, tutoring, and mentoring.   Positive 

peer influences significantly heighten social competence and resiliency among low-

income African American adolescents (See, 2007).   

 Other protective mechanisms that promote resiliency among impoverished Black 

adolescents are termed formal mechanisms, which include neighborhood groups, 

churches, schools, nurseries, social service agencies, health clinics, mental health 

facilities, colleges, businesses, social clubs, fraternity and sorority organizations, and 

youth serving organizations.  Such formal organizations seek to address a variety of 

issues pertaining to African Americans such as increasing college attendance, preventing 

adolescent pregnancy, preventing substance abuse, and reducing delinquent and criminal 

activities (See, 2007). 

 One prominent formal mechanism that has been instrumental in promoting 

resiliency and hope among African American youth is the Black Church.  Spirituality and 
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participation in positive activities act as protective factors for African American youth 

(Logan, 2001).  Youth programs have been at the forefront of services offered by African 

American churches.  Some Black Churches have even implemented programs to reduce 

pregnancy.  Other programs targeted towards youth include programs to keep kids in 

school, positive role modeling and mentoring, and assisting in finding adoptive homes for 

African American infants (McAdoo & Crawford, 1991; Raider & Pauline-Morand).  

Many churches offer vacation Bible school and operate summer youth camps.  African 

American churches also operate schools for youth of all ages.  The Black Church often 

sponsors recreational athletic teams for youth, as well as social groups such as Boy 

Scouts and Girl Scouts.  Some churches encourage post-secondary educational attainment 

by offering college scholarships and arranging pre-college tours.  In recent years 

strategies have been implemented to engage at risk youth in activities beyond the school 

realm and into the community; one such strategy has been termed “Out-of-School Time” 

(Logan, 2001). Out-of-school time activities occur in both community and school-based 

programs.  These programs offer a wide variety of services that range from tutoring to job 

preparation.  Many communities have adopted such programs to reduce at-risk behaviors 

among African American youths (Freeark & Davidson 2006).   

Risk and resilience factors among low-income African American adolescents 

have been examined a number ways by researchers.  Li, Nussbaum, and Richards (2007) 

investigated risk and resilience in a sample of 263 fifth- through eighth-grade African 

American youths.  Risk and protective factors were assessed across ecological levels 

including individual, family, and community.  Results concluded that individual and 

family protective factors were powerful sources of resilience.  Other sources of resilience 
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were an inner sense of confidence and helpful family support which were associated with 

a decrease in the adverse effects of poverty.  Zimmerman, Valles, and Maston (1999) 

examined resilience in regards to the protective effects of sociopolitical control on the 

mental health of 172 urban African American adolescent males.  Results indicated that 

high levels of sociopolitical control were found to limit the negative consequences of 

helplessness and mental health.  Furthermore, sociopolitical control may assist in 

protecting youths from negative consequences associated with helplessness.  Spencer et 

al., (1999) sampled a group of 562 African American adolescents to examine coping 

methods (resilience) and competence outcomes as measured by academic performance 

and self-esteem.  Findings revealed that, as adaptive coping responses, both academic 

self-esteem and academic achievement are responsive to particular protective factors.  In 

another study, Miller (1999) examined resilience and protective factors among 131 urban 

African American adolescents.  Finding indicated that significant interaction does not 

occur among stressors and protective factors in such a manner that they enhance 

educational involvement.  Together these studies highlight important factors to consider 

when examining risk and resiliency among low-income African American adolescents. 

Many of the previously discussed studies support the risk and resilience framework.   

 Other researchers have examined risk and protective factors associated with drug 

use among African American adolescents.  Clark, Belgrave, and Nasim (2008) examined 

the relative contribution of academic achievement, peer drug use, and neighborhood 

attachment on alcohol and marijuana use in a sample of 291 urban African American 

adolescents ages 11 to 18 years old.  Results concluded that academic achievement and 

peer drug use were significant predictors of alcohol and marijuana use among high-risk 
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African American adolescents. Ostaszewski and Zimmerman (2006) tested the 

compensatory and protective models of resiliency in a longitudinal sample of 850 urban 

African American adolescents.  Data were collected from the ninth to twelfth grades.  

The study examined the effects of cumulative risk and promotive factors on adolescent 

polydrug using alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana.  Results concluded that polydrug use 

supports the compensatory model of resiliency both cross-sectionally and longitudinally.  

Promotive factors were found to have  compensatory effects on change in adolescent 

polydrug use.    

In a sample of 144 inner-city nine graders, with a mean age of 15.3 years, Luthar 

(1991) examined factors that allow children to maintain socially competent behaviors 

despite stress Results indicated that ego development was compensatory against stress.  

Internality and social skills were found to be protective factors in promoting resiliency.  

These studies collectively showcase the value of protective factors for nullifying risk.   

 One protective mechanism that has been documented in the literature is hope and 

optimism.  Snyder (2000) defined hope as the “sum of perceived capabilities to produce 

routes to desired goals, along with the perceived motivation to use those routes” (p. 8).  

Another definition of hope offered by Snyder and colleagues is, “a positive motivational 

state that is based on an interactively derived sense of successful agency (goal directed 

energy) and pathways (planning to meet goals)” (Synder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991, p. 

287; Snyder, 2002). Further examination of goals, pathways (thoughts), and agency 

(motivation) are necessary to understand how each of these leads to the development of 

hope. 
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Hope Theory 

Hope theory assumes that human actions are goal directed.  Goals comprise the 

cognitive component that serves as the major underpinnings of hope theory (Snyder, 

2002; Snyder, Cheavens, & Sympson, 1997).   There are two major types of goals in hope 

theory including type 1 and type 2 goals.  Type 1 goals generally reflect positive goal 

outcomes in the following ways: (a) reaching a goal or the first time; (b) sustaining 

present goal outcomes; (c) increasing a goal that has been initiated.  Type 2 goals are 

associated with negative goal outcomes including: (a) deterring so that a goal is never 

achieved; (b) deterring so that goal outcomes are delayed (Snyder, 2000). 

 Pathways are routes to a desired goal and are essential for hopeful thinking.  

Pathway thinking is linked to the perceived ability to generate achievable routes to a 

particular goal (Snyder, 2000).  High-hope individuals typically are more decisive about 

pathways to a specified goal, while low-hope individuals are less decisive about 

identifying routes to achieve a particular goal (Snyder, 2000).  Moreover, high-hope 

individuals have the ability to conceive alternative routes to a goal, while low-hope 

individuals are not likely to produce alternative routes to achieving a goal (Snyder, 2000; 

2002). 

 Agency is the force that motivates individuals to pursue their pathways to 

ultimately achieve a desired goal.  Agency reflects a person‟s belief that achievement of a 

specified goal is within reach (Snyder, 2002).  Individuals with high hope maintain the 

“mental energy” to begin and continue using a specified pathway from beginning to end.  

High hope individuals also utilize self-talk in a positive manner such as, “I can do this,” 

or “I am not going to be stopped” (Snyder 2002; 2000; Lapointe, Crowson, Early, 1998). 
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Agency thinking is especially important during blockages or when individuals face 

impediments to goal achievement.  During such times, agency helps individuals to 

identify the best alternate pathway to achieving a goal (Snyder, 1994). 

 Hopeful thinking is a combination of goal directed thought (agency) and the 

pathways along which the goal will be achieved.   The agency and pathway components 

are continually affecting and being affected by each other as an individual pursues a goal.   

Hope theory accounts for barriers in the process of goal achievement, while recognizing 

that individuals often maintain alternate routes or multiple pathway thinking to achieve a 

particular goal.  Emotions also play a role in an individual‟s ability to reach a goal.  

Positive emotions reflect an individual‟s perceived ability to successfully reach a goal, 

and negative emotions reflect an individual‟s perceived failure in regard to goal pursuit 

(Snyder, 2000; 2002). 

Hopeful thinking begins to develop from birth through late adolescence and into 

adulthood (Synder, 2002; 2000).  Younger children rely on others (caregivers) to teach 

them hope. High-hope children tend to have high-hope adults as models.  Hopeful 

children are characterized as having close relationships with their caregivers and spend 

large amounts of time being mentored by caregivers (Snyder, 2005; 2000).  Hope theory 

suggests that the loss of hope in children generally manifests in two different forms.  One 

form stems from newborns that are deprived of essential care and attention to learn 

hopeful thinking; the other form manifests when negative childhood events squelch 

hopeful spirits (Snyder; 2000).  There are some children and adolescents who do not lose 

hopeful thinking despite negative life events such as divorce, abuse, neglect, crime 
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victimization; such children are considered to have a sense of resiliency (Masten,1994; 

Rutter,1987; Rodriguez-Hanley & Snyder, 2000).  

Numerous quantitative studies exist in the literature examining hope among 

samples of predominately White adolescents.  Ashby, Dickinson, Gnilka, and Noble 

(2011) examined the relationship between hope, perfectionism, and depression in a 

sample of 153 middle school students.  Findings indicated that adaptive perfectionists had 

significantly higher levels of hope than did either non-perfectionists or maladaptive 

perfectionists.   In a similar study, Gilman, Dooley, and Forell (2006) examined the 

relationship between adolescents‟ levels of hope and school adjustment.  Findings 

suggest that adolescents possessing higher levels of hope reported greater positive 

benefits in school adjustment than adolescents reporting average levels of hope. Burrow, 

O‟Dell, and Patrick (2010) sampled 315 predominately White adolescents (76.3%) 

examining youth purpose as a context for hope and well-being.  Findings suggested that 

hopeful adolescents tend to possess positive emotions and goal-directed thinking.  In 

another study examining adolescent psychological well being, Valle, Huebner, and Suldo 

(2006) found that high levels of hope among adolescents serves as a psychological 

strength in some contexts.  Furthermore, high-hope individuals seemed to have less risk 

for experiencing increases in internalizing behavior problems and reductions in life 

satisfaction in the face of adversity.    

Marques, Lopez, and Pais-Ribeiro (2011) evaluated the effectiveness of a five-

week hope based intervention designed to enhance hope, life satisfaction, self worth, 

mental health, and academic achievement among a sample of 61 White middle school 

students.  Findings suggest that the hope-based intervention produced psychological 



27 

benefits by increasing hope, life satisfaction, and self-worth.  However, the results did not 

support significant changes in mental health or academic achievement as a result of the 

intervention.  Westburg and Martin (2003) examined the relationship among a child‟s 

hope, a parent‟s hope and goal oriented academic instruction.  Findings indicated that 

children with a variety of options to complete their goals possessed higher levels of hope.  

Study participants benefited from student-directed, and goal- oriented academic 

instruction.  No correlation was found between the hope levels of parents and their 

children.  Wilson et al., (2005) investigated adolescents alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana 

use with perceptions of neighborhood disorder and sense of hope.  Findings indicated that 

adolescents who perceived their neighborhood as more disordered were more likely to 

engage in alcohol, tobacco and marijuana use.  Adolescents in the study maintained high 

levels of hope in spite of exposure to neighborhood disorder.   

Hinds et. al, (1999) examined hope among a sample of 71 predominately white 

adolescents with newly diagnosed cancer.  Findings suggested that high levels of 

hopefulness early in treatment of adolescents newly diagnosed with cancer may serve as 

a protective function for the adolescent patients.   Similar studies have examined hope 

among terminally ill adolescents and diseased adolescents (Hinds, 2003; Hinds, 2004). 

Although not the focus of this study, researchers have examined hope in regard to mental 

health symptoms experienced by adolescents such as suicidal ideation (Berman & Carrol, 

1984; Borges, Benjet, Medina-Mora, Orozco, & Nock, 2008; Fombonne, 1998). 

Roswarski and Dunn (2009) explored the role of help and hope in prevention and early 

intervention suicidal ideation.  Help and hope were identified as protective factors in 

preventing adolescent suicide. 
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 Some researchers have examined hope as it applies to African American 

adolescents.  In a sample of 202 inner-city adolescents, Canty-Mitchell (2001) examined 

life change events, hope, and self-care agency. The author found a significant positive 

correlation between hope and self-care agency.  Hope was found to be significant factor 

in self-care agency and may be a coping strategy for inner-city youths who experience 

multiple life change events.  

Kirschman, Robert, Shadlow, and Pelley (2010) sampled 406 primarily inner-city African 

American adolescents to evaluate levels of hope following attendance at a summer camp 

specifically designed to foster hopefulness.  Significant positive changes in overall hope 

were observed pre- and post-camp with no further changes observed in a four month 

follow-up.  The effect was primarily associated with positive changes in the study 

participants‟ perceived ability to achieve goals, and less attributed to their perceptions of 

being able to create pathways to attain such goals.   Other researchers have examined 

hope among African American adolescents in relation to family support.   

Davis-Maye and Perry (2007) examined the significance of maternal figure 

support in the development of hope among a sample 866 African American girls.  

Findings revealed that the majority of girls in the sample perceived themselves as 

receiving high levels of support from their maternal figures, and also expressed high 

levels of hope and self-efficacy.  Roesch, Duangado, Vaughn, Aldridge, and Villodas 

(2010) examined hope in relation to minority adolescents‟ ability to cope in adverse 

conditions.  Findings revealed that ethnic minority adolescents possessing high levels in 

hope pathways used a greater number of overall coping strategies in managing daily 

stressors.  Moreover, goal-related thinking and perceived pathways to attain such goals 



29 

were associated with specific coping strategies such as problem solving, planning, 

positive thinking, and religious coping.  Hinton-Nelson, Roberts, and Snyder (1996) 

sampled 89 early adolescents to measure perceptions of hope, exposure to violence, and 

perceived vulnerability to victimization.  Results revealed that, although adolescents 

acknowledged the violence surrounding them, they were able to sustain high hope levels 

as long as they did not perceive the personal impact of violence.   

  Using a qualitative lens, other researchers have assessed hope in a variety of 

ways through interviews and narratives (Lopez et al., 2000; Vance, 1996; Snyder et al., 

1997b).  Lopez and colleagues developed several lists of queries that address the 

components of hope (Lopez et al., 2000).  Such queries have been utilized in clinical 

settings to elicit information related to hope.  The following questions represent a guide 

to interviewing to pinpoint the existence of hope: 

General Hope Queries 

Generally, how will you know you‟re on the right path to achieving your goals? 

How will you know when it‟s achieved? When you reach your goal, what will be 

different in your life? 

Tell me about a time when you accomplished something after many hardships or 

setbacks. What kept you going? Tell me about the paths you took to reach your 

aims.   

Goal Queries 

How do you go about setting your goals? 

Can you explain in detail a goal you are currently pursuing? 

How many goals do you pursue at a given time? 

Agency Queries 

How successful have you been at setting and reaching your aims? 

Where do you see yourself now / in a month / in a year / in 5 years? 

How are you making sure that you will be successful? 

Pathways Queries  
If the original pathway to your goal doesn‟t work, how easy is it for you to make 

other plans to reach that same goal? 

What strategies have you used or, do you use to, solve your problems(s)? 

When you have been successful at accomplishing your past goals, how did you do 

it? 
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Barriers Queries 

When faced with a difficult problem, how do you react? 

How do you feel when you encounter a barrier to a goal? 

Are there prejudiced practices in your community/workplace that impede your 

progress? (Lopez et al., 2000, p. 69-71) 

 

 Researchers have utilized letters, stories, poems, diaries, and journals to assess 

levels of hope in children and adults (McDermott & Snyder, 1999; Lopez, 2000; Snyder 

et al., 1997; Snyder, 1994).  Written documents are analyzed with an eye to goals, 

pathways, and agency components of hope, and with attention given to any barriers 

encountered to goal achievement (McDermott & Snyder, 1999; Lopez et al., 2000).  

Other researchers have designed measures to capture the subjective experiences of hope.  

Vance (1996) developed a Narrative Hope Scale to assess hope through the personal 

narratives of adults.  The Narrative Hope Scale examines agentic and pathways goal 

related thought in individuals.   This scale is utilized as an instrument to guide qualitative 

explorations of hope.   

Other researchers have explored hope though qualitative inquiry.  Hinds (1984) 

conducted a grounded theory study to induce a definition of hope among twenty-five well 

and hospitalized adolescents.  Adolescents in the study defined hope in the following 

ways: 

1. Forced effort: the degree to which an adolescent tries to artificially take on a 

more positive view. 

2. Personal possibilities: the extent to which an adolescent believes that second 

chances for the self may exist. 

3. Expectation of a better tomorrow: the degree to which an adolescent has a 

positive though non-specific future orientation. 
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4. Anticipation of a personal future: the extent to which an adolescent identifies 

specific and positive personal future possibilities (p.360).  

 Herth (1998) explored perceptions of hope among sixty homeless children 

utilizing in-depth interviews and drawings.  Five themes representing hope emerged from 

the study including: connectedness, internal resources, cognitive strategies, energy, and 

hope objects.  Children in the study were found to remain hopeful despite dismal 

circumstances.  Other researchers have utilized qualitative strategies to explore hope in 

homeless children (Baumann, 1996; Deforge, Zehnder, Minick, & Cameron, 2001; 

Farkas & Yorker, 1993; Heusel, 1995).  These researchers utilized various methods of 

exploring hope in homeless children, including artwork, drawing, and photographs.  Each 

study emphasized the reality and lived experience of homelessness from the participants‟ 

point of view (Menke, 2005).   

 Other researchers have examined hope in immigrant and refugee children.  

Yohani (2008) utilized art work, quilts, and photography to understand the lived 

experience of hope among fourteen refugee children.  Participants captured images of 

hope in their homes, schools, and classrooms, after-school programs, parks, and 

neighborhoods.  Hope was found to be engendered through connections to self, others, 

and objects in the natural environment (Yohani, 2008; Yohani & Larsen, 2009).    

 Turner (2005) conducted interviews and utilized photography with 10 Australian 

adolescents of varied racial backgrounds to explore their perceptions of personal hope as 

it pertains to well being and survival.   Findings revealed that hope was experienced in 

four domains including a confident belief in the future, a driving force or motivation, 

social connections, and having choices and options.   Kraftl (2008) examined self esteem 
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and perceptions of hope among a sample of 16 adolescents aged 16-25 in the United 

Kingdom.  Study findings suggested that participants perceived self-esteem, success, and 

hope as being intertwined with an improvement in self esteem.  Hope was manifested in 

small steps, relatively modest coping mechanisms, and minute changes in the individuals‟ 

attitude toward life.   

 These studies capture key risk and protective factors associated with the 

developmental outcomes of African American adolescents residing in low income 

environments.  The results of the research may be especially important in understanding 

how such youths navigate threatening environmental conditions.  Hope has also been 

studied in African American adolescents by examining its counterpart, hopelessness.  

Hopelessness 

Bolland (2007) has extensively examined adolescent risk behavior (including 

hopelessness) among inner-city African American youths.  The Mobile Youth Survey 

(MYS) is a community-based, multiple cohort longitudinal study with annual data 

collection, currently in its eleventh year.  It surveys adolescents between the ages of 9 

and 19 years old who live in extremely impoverished neighborhoods in the Mobile, 

Alabama metropolitan area.  The study began in 1998 with 1,774 participants; since then 

over 7, 500 adolescents have participated in the MYS.  The purpose of the MYS is to (a) 

study the etiology of risk behaviors among adolescents living in extreme poverty; (b) 

study how contextual factors (e.g. family, school, neighborhood) affects both the etiology 

or risk behaviors as well as the behaviors themselves; and (c) establish a community 

laboratory where residents will be receptive to both interventions and complementary 

studies (Bolland, 2007).  Numerous studies have examined hopelessness utilizing this 
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data (Drummond, Bolland, & Harris, 2011; Bolland, Lian, Formichella, 2005; Bolland, 

2007; Bolland, 2003; Bolland, Bryant, Lian, McCallum, Vazsonyi, & Barth; 2007; 

Bolland, McCallum, Lian, Baily, Rowman & Roman, 2004; Stoddard, Henly,Sieving, 

Bolland, 2011). 

 Bolland, Lian, and Formichella (2005) found that hopelessness is not universal in 

low-income neighborhoods.  Although hopelessness is associated with neighborhood 

factors, different neighborhoods affect psychosocial processes in different ways.  Fewer 

than half of the respondents reported strong feelings of hopelessness.  Therefore, 

hopelessness itself should not be considered as structural in nature.  However, 

neighborhood ecology was a strong predictor of feelings of hopelessness among inner-

city African American adolescents in this study.  Ecological neighborhood factors that 

impact risk behavior among such youths in impoverished neighborhoods include litter, 

graffiti, neglected or nonexistent landscaping, vacant and abandoned buildings, and types 

of social interaction that imply lack of occupation or direction such as hanging on the 

street corner. 

 Youths living in economically impoverished neighborhoods are at risk for 

becoming engaged in substance abuse, violent behavior, and sexual intercourse.  These 

risk behaviors continue to persist at high levels during the adolescent years.   However, in 

another study, Bolland, Bryant, Lian, McCallum, Vazsonyi, and Barth (2007) examined 

that race moderates the relationship between hopelessness and risk behavior among 

adolescents living in economically impoverished neighborhoods.  Results of this study 

revealed that hopelessness was largely irrelevant as a determinant of change in risk 

behavior among African American respondents; however, for Caucasian respondents 
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hopelessness was an important determinant of change in substance use, using or carrying 

a weapon, and engaging in sexual intercourse.  

  Yet other studies have indicated that African American adolescents are more 

vulnerable to risky behaviors than Caucasian adolescents.   The results of this study 

revealed that Caucasian respondents are more likely than their African American 

counterparts to engage in risky behaviors (Bolland, Bryant, Lian, McCallum, Vazsonyi, 

and Barth (2007).  This phenomenon may be attributed to the minority status of 

Caucasian youths living in impoverished inner-city African American neighborhoods.  

Race and hopelessness interactions were significant for only a few risk behaviors in the 

study, which demonstrated that race moderates the relationship between hopelessness and 

risk behavior.  When examining across behaviors, hopelessness had the weakest effect on 

risk behaviors for African American adolescents.     

 Other researchers have examined hopelessness in regard to the acquisition of 

street behaviors.  Drummond, Bolland, and Harris (2011) examined hopelessness among 

a sample of 1,774 low income African American adolescents in regards to adapting a 

street code orientation.  Examples of street behaviors included gang involvement, 

fighting, and carrying a weapon.  Results showed that hopelessness plays an instrumental 

role in low-income African American adolescents adapting street code beliefs and 

behaviors.   

 Other researchers have examined the impact of life stress on levels of 

hopelessness among low-income adolescents.  Life stress negatively impacts the 

psychological adjustment of adolescents.  Such stress has been associated with 

depression, hopelessness, suicide, and delinquent behavior in youths.  Adolescents tend 
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to be vulnerable to stress related problems because of their underdeveloped cognitive, 

coping and problem solving skills (Durant, Getts, Cadenhead, Emans, & Woods, 1995).  

Durant et al. (1995) examined the relationship between violence and depression, 

hopelessness, and purpose in life among Black adolescents living in or around public 

housing developments. This study cross-sectional study was conducted on a non-random 

sample of adolescents. Two hundred and twenty five youths ages 11 to 19 were surveyed 

using a questionnaire constructed from several standardized instruments that have been 

used extensively with Black youths.  The survey assessed youths‟ exposure to violence in 

the community and domestically, disciplinary action in the home, symptoms of 

depression, negative expectations about the future, and perceived meaning in one‟s life.  

Results indicated that higher levels of depression and hopelessness and lower purpose of 

life were associated with the frequency that the respondent reported exposure to violence 

throughout life.  This study demonstrated that intrafamilial violence is a significant life 

stress event that may result in such deleterious effects as emotional distress symptoms, 

depression, feelings of hopelessness, and decreased purpose in life.   

 Other researchers have examined perceptions of poor children about their future 

expectations. Weinger (1998) conducted a qualitative study exploring whether poor 

children are aware that their wealthier peers‟ chances for success may be greater than 

their own.  The author utilized a convenience sample consisting of twenty-four children 

between the ages of five and thirteen years of age (eleven of the children were age 

thirteen).  Half of the children aged thirteen were African American.  The participants in 

this study attended an elementary school in which 90 percent of the student population 

qualified for free lunch.  Each child was shown photographs that depicted a rundown 
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home comparable to homes in their neighborhood, and a home depicting a more 

expensive, nicely kept suburban home.   Additionally, respondents were asked about their 

perceptions regarding future job opportunities available to poor and non-poor children 

under three hypothetical conditions: (a) the imagined child living in the poor house and 

the middle-class house, (b) the respondent‟s best friend, and (c) the respondent him- or 

herself.  The results of the study suggested that almost all of the study participants viewed 

their future professional opportunities dimly.   Such children learn at an early age learn 

that if you are poor, you “don‟t have what it takes.”  They perceived that non-poor 

children are provided with better job opportunities and advantages in society.  

Additionally, poor children tend to have limited career aspirations, and believe that they 

won‟t have the skill set afforded to middle-class children.  Although many respondents 

held dismal attitudes regarding their future life chances, they held onto hope that they 

would join the mainstream workforce one day.   

 Together, these studies highlight important factors associated with the 

development of hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents.  

Moreover, such risk factors are situated in the context of biological, psychological, and 

social conditions that impact youths, particularly African American adolescents.  Since 

hopelessness is linked to a negative future orientation (Bolland, 2007), it is also important 

to understand the role of hope and hopelessness in relation to future goals and orientation 

of low-income African American adolescents.  The theory of possible selves has been 

utilized to examine future aspirations and dreams of African American adolescents.  This 

theoretical lens has been utilized to explore how youth have hope for the future and about 

who they hope to become.   
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Possible Selves Theory 

 

 Possible selves theory is a derivative of self-concept theory (Markus & Nurius, 

1986).  The theory of possible selves pertains to how individuals view their potential and 

their future.  Possible selves represent individuals‟ ideas of what they might become, 

what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming. Possible selves 

are developed from past representations of self and also include representations of self in 

the future.  Possible future selves are specific, personally significant hopes, fears, and 

fantasies.  Many possible selves are associated with social comparisons: individuals 

believe they can become what others have already become.  Individuals are free to create 

any number of possible selves; however, most ideas of possible selves derive from 

sociocultural and historic context, models, images, media, and personal social 

interactions. Stages of development are viewed as a means by which individuals acquire 

or resist possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  Past experiences of success and 

failure have an impact on possible selves.  Past successes allow for easier 

conceptualization of possible selves, while past experiences of failure make such 

conceptualization more difficult (Lee & Oyserman, 2009).   

 The theory of possible selves allows for self-improvement, flexibility, and 

personal growth (Lee & Oyserman, 2009).  Lee and Oyserman (2009) discussed multiple 

ways in which possible selves positively impact individuals.  Possible selves allows 

individuals to “try-out” or experiment with a variety of potential futures in areas such as 

education or occupations.  Typically, individuals desire to reduce the distance between 

their present and future which are positive in nature possible selves, while increasing the 

distance between their present and future negative selves which are negative.  The future 
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focus of possible selves promotes optimism about the future.  Possible selves lessen 

distractions to goal attainment by improving self control and self-regulation.   

 With regard to child and adolescent development, possible selves reflect age-

appropriate relevant self-tasks.  One such task is involves being competent and mastering 

academic challenges.  Another task involves establishing a sense of connection to others 

and developing a sense of self.  Common possible selves for adolescents include a focus 

on school, relationships, and avoiding negative possible selves such as drug use or 

becoming pregnant (Lee & Oyersman, 2009; Oyersman & Fryberg, 2006). Minority, low 

income, and rural youth may experience difficulty maintaining positive possible selves in 

academic attainment, particularly if such youths have limited role models in this area.  

Also, stereotypes that are not aligned with school-focused possible selves may make it 

more difficult to envision success in academic environments (Lee & Oyersman, 2009).   

 Researchers have examined possible selves in relation to academic achievement 

among adolescents.  Anderman, Anderman and Griesinger  (1999) examined the role of 

present and future possible selves among a sample of 315 predominately White (82%) 

seventh grade students.  Results concluded that positive present and future academic self-

concepts were related to positive changes in grade point average.  Moreover, adolescents 

who perceived their present academic selves higher than their future academic selves, 

experienced an increased grade point average.  In a second study, the relationship 

between present and future selves, and mastery and performance-approach achievement 

goals were examined among 220 diverse (43% White, 42% Black) sixth, seventh, and 

eighth graders.  Results indicated that a present good student self concept was related 

positively to performance and mastery goals (Anderman, Anderman & Griesinger, 1999).   
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 Other researchers have examined possible selves in relation to race and ethnicity 

and academic achievement.  Kao (2000) sampled a group of 63 adolescents to explore 

group images and possible selves relative to race and ethnicity.  Focus groups and 

interviews included eight Asian adolescents, 15 Black adolescents, 22 Hispanic 

adolescents, and 16 white adolescents.  Results of the study concluded that racial and 

ethnic stereotypes are linked to academic ability and other skills.  Adolescents in the 

study defined their goals primarily in terms of stereotypical images associated with their 

ethnic group.  Asians were viewed as overperforming in their grades; study results 

indicated that Asians students were concerned with keeping up with high expectations for 

academic achievement.  Blacks were viewed as less successful in academic endeavors; 

results suggested that Black students viewed academic goals mainly in terms of avoiding 

failure.  Hispanics are viewed as having less interest in academics and more interest in 

occupations related to manual labor; results concluded that Hispanic youth aim to avoid 

factory or manual labor jobs.   

 Abrams and Aguilar (2005) conducted a qualitative study of 10 diverse male 

juvenile offenders  ages 15-17 in residential treatment to explore negative trends, possible 

selves, and behavior change.  Results indicated that study participants held visions of 

hoped for selves that were connected to their lived experiences with positive role models.  

Participants also held fear of selves they might become if past criminal behavior 

remained unchanged.  Overwhelmingly, youth offenders held vague ideas about 

strategies to achieve their hope for positive selves.   

 Possible selves theory offers a framework understanding how low-income African 

American adolescents view their futures in terms of who they want to become or avoid 
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becoming.  Important influences such as peers, family, and community figures are 

regarded as shaping future possible selves among low-income African American 

adolescents.   

Summary 

 This literature review provides a framework for examining risk and protective 

factors among African American adolescents, specifically the constructs of hope and 

hopelessness. Hope has been studied across academic disciplines, and has been 

conceptualized in a variety of ways including the capacity of individuals to think in a 

goal directed manner (Snyder, 2000), the capacity of individuals to manage self-care in 

the face of adversity (Davis-Maye and Perry, 2007), and anticipation for a good future 

(Canty-Mitchell, 2001). Hopelessness has been conceptualized as a negative belief about 

future orientation (Bolland, 2003). Numerous quantitative studies exist in the literature 

examining hope among adolescents; however, few of these studies include diverse 

samples.  Furthermore, similar issues regarding samples limited in diversity exist in the 

qualitative literature examining hope among adolescents.   

The review of the literature offers perspectives about important areas to explore 

when examining the contextual meaning of hope and hopelessness such as youths‟ 

experiences with family, school, and community. More importantly, the literature review 

reveals understudied populations such as low-income African American adolescents‟ 

development hope and hopelessness. There is a growing need to examine these important 

constructs among diverse populations.  Although the constructs of hope and hopelessness 

have been defined and studied in the research literature, few studies have contextually 

examined hope and hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents. 
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Furthermore, little is known about how such youths assign meaning, perceive, and 

experience hope and hopelessness (Davis-Maye and Perry, 2007).   Since hope is not a 

universal experience and is culturally situated, specific factors promoting and impinging 

upon hope among African American adolescents need to be further explored (Baumann, 

2004).  More studies examining hope among diverse populations are necessary.  

To address the lack of diversity in studies examining hope,  some scholars have 

begun to include diverse racial and ethnic samples in their research.  Additionally, 

immigrant groups have been included in recent hope research. Lopez (2000) pointed out 

that more research is needed to access hope across cultures because it is tied to specific 

cultural values.  It is important to acknowledge that various cultures may hold different 

values, which are often tied to goals.  Knowledge of cultural values and related goals may 

provide better insight into understanding hope in individuals of various racial and ethnic 

backgrounds (Lopez et al., 2000).  This dymanci may be even more relevant for 

understanding how low-income African American adolescents experience hope and 

hopelessness through a cultural and contextual lens.  Baumann (2004) suggests that hope 

is a unique concept and can be experienced in different ways by various individuals.  

Hope is situated within a time and place; and has specific nature, language, culture, and 

history.  Therefore, hope must be viewed contextually, as hope is not necessarily a 

universal lived experience. The question of how low-income African American 

adolescents define, perceive and experience hope and hopelessness from a cultural and 

contextually reality has not been fully addressed in the research literature.  Thus, studies 

need to contextually define constructs such as hope and include qualitative strategies of 

inquiry (Davis-Maye and Perry, 2007).    
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This study addresses the aforementioned gaps by exploring specific factors that 

contribute to perceived hope and hopelessness among low-income African American 

adolescents.  Since hope is a protective factor that helps to insulate such adolescents from 

adverse environmental factors, it is critical to understand how the construct is perceived 

and experienced contextually.  Hope and hopelessness must be grounded in a cultural 

manner, as these youths may possess cultural values and strengths different than those 

held by the mainstream.   

One other strength of this study involves its methodological approach.  The 

current study utilizes a constructivist grounded theory approach and photovoice to 

capture perceptions of hope and hopelessness among low-income African American 

adolescents.  Photography offers a powerful tool through which study participants can 

express personal and sensitive subjects like hopelessness.  To this writer‟s knowledge, 

from a methodological standpoint, the current grounded theory and photovoice study 

examining hope and hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents is 

the first of its kind in the social work research literature.  A better understanding of the 

meaning assigned to these constructs from the viewpoint of African American 

adolescents residing in low-income settings results from this study. This qualitative study 

addresses the void in the literature by focusing on how low-income African American 

adolescents contextually construct, experience, and perceive hope and hopelessness,  

providing opportunities for social workers to infuse hope and support among this 

population.  Moreover, knowledge of specific factors that impinge upon hope can assist 

social workers in helping low income African American adolescents combat risk.   
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Risk and resilience point to important factors that serve as potential hindrances 

and supports associated to the development of low-income African American 

adolescents.   Low income African American adolescents are at risk for a host of negative 

outcomes including low educational attainment (Wilson, 1987), short life spans (Wilson, 

1987), limited upward economic mobility (Wilson, 1987), exposure to poor living 

conditions (Williams, 2005), unsafe streets and economic distress (Williams, 2005).  

Protective factors help to nullify risks that adversely impact low income African 

American adolescents.  One such protective factor highlighted in the literature review is 

hope.  Little research has been done in this area, particularly among low income African 

American adolescents.  More research is needed in this area to better understand how 

these youths assign meaning to the constructs of hope and hopelessness.  This research 

aims to support this important population of adolescents by promoting hopefulness, and 

decreasing factors impinging upon hopelessness.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 This is a community-based study, focusing on 13-17 year old adolescents who 

reside in an impoverished neighborhood in Columbus, Ohio.  The purpose of this study 

was to explore how impoverished African American adolescents conceptualize, assign 

meaning to, and experience hope and hopelessness.    Employing a constructivist 

grounded theory and photovoice methodology, the following questions guided the 

research: 1) How do low-income African American adolescents perceive and experience 

hope? 2) How do low-income African American adolescents think about goals, future 

orientation, and hope? 

 3) How do low-income African American adolescents perceive and experience 

hopelessness? Historically, children have not participated in co-constructing their 

realities in social science research. This study amplifies the voices of African American 

adolescents; such voices have been largely unheard, particularly in the social work 

literature.  A constructivist grounded theory research design and participatory action 

research (PAR) data collection method known as photovoice were implemented in this 

study to explore how impoverished African American adolescents experience, 

conceptualize and assign meaning to hope and hopelessness.  These approaches were 
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selected to allow study participants an opportunity to co-construct and assign meaning to 

hope and hopelessness.     

 Grounded theory seeks to understand the experiences of individuals in a rigorous 

and detailed manner.  In the qualitative literature, distinctions are made among two types 

of grounded theory, objectivist and constructivist.  A constructivist grounded theory 

approach was implemented in this study; distinctions of this approach are explained.  

Constructivist grounded theory places priority on the phenomena being studied and views 

both data and analysis as shared experiences created from the researcher and participants, 

as well as the researcher‟s relationship with the participants ( Charmaz 2003; Charmaz, 

2000).  Charmaz (2003) offers several distinctions of constructivist grounded theory that 

differ from objectivist grounded theory.   Constructivist theory focuses on how research 

participants construct meanings and actions.  This is achieved through a close or inside 

positioning with research participants.  Within the constructivist approach, data analysis 

locates data in terms of time, place, culture, and context along with the researcher‟s 

thoughts.   Constructivist theory pays close attention to a participant‟s definitions and 

meaning assigned to the phenomenon being explored.  New questions typically arise as 

the researcher interviews more participants.  The constructivist approach allows the 

researcher to be reflexive about constructions from the data.  Constructivist lenses tend to 

tell a story that reflects reality (Charmaz, 2003).   

 Constructivists contend that knowledge is constructed from language, and that 

words give meaning to experiences and reality (Furman, et al., 2003).  Moreover, the 

construction of reality is determined by the meaning or interpretation that is given by an 
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individual (Goolishan & Winderman, 1998; Greene, 1996).  Socially constructed realities 

evolve continuously and span a lifetime (Greene, 1996).   

 Socially constructed reality is particularly concerned with ethnic and cultural 

heritage (Pinderhughes, 1989; Greene 1996).  Values, beliefs, rituals, and traditions vary 

among ethnic groups (Greene, 1996).  Ethnic and cultural heritage are key components in 

constructing one‟s social reality; furthermore, these components contribute to self esteem 

and mental health (Greene, 1996; Pinderhughes, 1989).  Greene (1984); Furman et al., 

(2003) offers the following insight about social construction and culture: 

Culture thus is not recognized as a monolithic stereotype of groups of people.  

Attempts to draw broad cultural pictures of people does injustice to any particular 

individual who does not match this stereotyped version of culture (p. 115). 

 Social constructivism posits that individuals and their social environment create a 

complex relationship that has reciprocal; therefore individuals define their own meaning 

based on shared norms, values, and experiences (Furman et al., 2003).    

 Sources of data for grounded theory studies arise from interviews, field 

observations and other written documents (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Grounded theory 

has four key features: (1) theory grounded in the data, (2) constant comparative method, 

(3) memo writing, and (4) theoretical sampling (Heppner & Heppner, 2004).  Theories in 

this type of inquiry are developed from the data collected in the field which is referred to 

as “grounding” (Charmaz, 2000).   The constant comparative method involves a 

systematic process of comparing and coding data that eventually evolve into a theory.  

Glaser and Strauss (1967) indentified four steps in the constant comparative method 

including comparing incidents applicable to each category, integrating categories and 
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their properties, delimiting the theory, and writing the theory.  Memo writing helps to 

keep track of categories, properties, hypotheses, and generative questions that evolve 

from the analytical process (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  Theoretical sampling involves 

selecting a homogeneous group of participants based on their contribution to the 

development of the theory (Creswell, 1998). 

Charmaz (2003) discussed six strategies that are typical of most grounded theory 

studies including:  a) simultaneous data collection and analysis; b) pursuit of 

emerging themes through early data analysis; c) discovery of basic social 

processes within the data; d) inductive construction of abstract categories that 

explain and synthesize these processes; e) sampling to refine the categories 

through comparative processes and; f) integration of categories into a theoretical 

framework that specifies causes, conditions, and consequences of the studied 

processes (pp. 313). 

 

 In addition to utilizing a constructivist grounded theory approach and in-depth 

interviewing, a participatory action research (PAR) data collection method was 

implemented. PAR has been utilized by a variety of disciplines to amplify the voice of 

those who have seldom been heard, particularly marginalized and oppressed populations.  

Basic tenets of PAR include the following: (1) a collective approach to investigate an 

issue or problem; (2) engagement in self-and collective reflection to better understand a 

problem or issue; (3) a mutual decision to take individual or collective action targeted at 

addressing the issue or problem; (4) alliance building between participant and researcher 

during each phase of the research process (McIntyre, 2008).   Future studies may allow 

for a PAR design to be fully implemented by the researcher and youths with the goal of 

examining hope and hopelessness.  For the purpose of this study, a PAR method termed 

“photovoice” was be utilized to explore the research question.   

Photovoice has three primary objectives including: (1) representation of everyday 

realities experienced by individuals; (2) promotion of critical dialogue about individual 
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and community strengths and concerns, (3) reaching policy makers (Wang, 2006).  

Photovoice allows children and youth to communicate though photographs about the 

research topic.  Study participants are typically given cameras and asked to take pictures 

in their schools, home, or community related to the topic of interest.  This technique 

allows those with the least access to creating images, meaning, and knowledge an avenue 

though which to inform the broader society about their realities and concerns.   

Photovoice is consistent with a social constructivist perspective because of its emphasis 

on enabling children to define themselves (Freeman & Mathison, 2009).   

 Various researchers have utilized photovoice with women, impoverished 

adolescents, people of color and other marginalized groups (Dixon & Hadjialexiou, 2005; 

Mamary, McCright, & Roe, 2007; Molloy, 2007; Wang, 2006; Zendov & Harmon, 

2009).  Wang (2006) implemented photovoice to generate photographs and promote 

dialogue among urban teens about their experiences and perceptions of the causes and 

solutions to violence in their communities.  Dixon and Hadjialexiou (2005) examined 

health promotion and related health needs of homeless youth though photovoice.  

Mamary, McCright, and Roe (2007) explored sexual health issues among African 

American men using this technique.  Others have applied the use of photovoice as an 

advocacy and empowerment tool for social workers involved in social justice (Molloy, 

2007).  Researchers in the field of education have also used this technique to help 

students and teachers understand the points of view of urban youth and to engage in 

writing activities (Zendov & Harmon, 2009). Youth photovoice participants have been 

recruited from schools, churches, vocational programs, clinics, teen centers and various 

community agencies (Wang, 2006).   
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Purpose/Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore how impoverished African American 

adolescents conceptualize, assign meaning to, and experience and perceive hope and 

hopelessness. The following questions guided the research study:  

1) How do low-income African American adolescent perceive and experience 

hope?  

2) How do low-income African American adolescents think about goals, future 

orientation, and hope? 

3) How do low-income African American adolescents perceive and experience 

hopelessness?  

Field Site Location 

  Census data were utilized to identify areas of Columbus, Ohio that are 

predominately African American and low income.  Neighborhoods that comprised the 

lowest median household incomes based on the 2010 census data, and more than 50 

percent African American were selected.  The neighborhood selected for this study was 

Mt. Vernon, which is located on the east side of Columbus, Ohio.   The field site location 

for this study was the Neighborhood House Incorporated (NHI), located in the Mt. 

Vernon neighborhood.  NHI is a community-based agency that serves the Mount Vernon 

neighborhood through multiple programs including; childcare, infant mortality reduction, 

youth services, parenting classes, family preservation, senior services, prison 

transportation, a food pantry, outpatient chemical dependency counseling, employment 

readiness, refugee/immigrant services, a micro-enterprise program, and a clothing center.  

The racial composition of the Mt. Vernon neighborhood is 86% African American.  
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Median family income in this area is $11,309.  Approximately 40 percent of persons are 

living in poverty, and about 48% percent of children in Mt. Vernon are living in poverty.  

The median monthly rent is approximately $288. The graduation rate of 12
th

 grade 

students is approximately 60.5 percent.  Eighty seven percent of students  receive free or 

reduced lunch.   About 67 percent of residents have obtained a high school diploma, 

while 10 percent have attained a bachelor‟s degree or higher  (U.S. Census Bureau 2010; 

Community Research Partners Datasource, 2007; 2003).  This writer made contact with 

NHI to identify potential community “gatekeepers” and physical space to conduct the 

research.  Community “gatekeepers” at the NHI were identified to assist this researcher in 

gaining access to study participants. NHI‟s executive director and staff agreed to allow 

this researcher to utilize their agency as the field site.   

Sampling and Participants 

 This study is a community-based study, focusing on 13-17 year old adolescents 

who reside in an impoverished neighborhood in Columbus, Ohio. Participants for the 

study were selected based on their ability to provide the needed information (Padgett, 

2008).  A combination of active and passive recruitment strategies were utilized.  

Purposive sampling was employed to select participants for this study.  Purposive 

sampling involves selecting research participants with specific characteristics based on 

the purpose of the study. Qualitative studies rely on study participants‟ ability to 

articulate and introspectively share their views.  The sample size for this study is 16 

participants.  Qualitative research samples focus on flexibility and depth as opposed to 

mathematical probabilities (Padgett, 2008). Different approaches have differing sizes in 

qualitative research and there are no hard and fast rules about sizes.  Padgett (2008) offers 
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the following general guidelines for sampling in qualitative research: 1) smaller sample 

sizes allow the researcher to uncover data that is more intense and deep than that in larger 

samples; 2) larger samples are needed for heterogeneity and smaller sizes are needed for 

homogeneity; 3) sacrificing depth for breadth should be avoided.  A sample size of 16 

was selected for several reasons.  The purpose of the study is to provide a “thick 

description” of the study participants‟ experiences and perceptions of hope and 

hopelessness, therefore rendering a smaller sample size.  Padgett (2008) suggests larger 

sample sizes if only one interview is being conducted.  This writer conducted more than 

one interview with research participants, which supports the rationale for a sample of 16 

participants.   The flexible nature of qualitative research allows fewer participants than 

anticipated if saturation is reached, or more participants than anticipated if saturation is 

not reached.  Bowen (2008) defines saturation as, “bringing new participants continually 

into the study until the data set is complete, as indicated by data replication or 

redundancy or when the researcher gathers data to the point of diminishing returns, when 

nothing new is being added” ( pp. 140). Saturation in this study was reached at the 

sixteenth interview.   

Male and female participants were selected between the ages of 13 and 17.  

Inclusion criteria for study participants were as follows: 1) adolescents who self 

identified as African American; 2) resident/address located in Mt. Vernon  neighborhood; 

3) between ages 13 and 17; 4) ability to express thoughts and feelings.  Exclusion criteria 

included: 1) adolescents who self identify as a race other than African American; 2) 

adolescents that do not reside in the Mt. Vernon neighborhood; 3) children younger than 

13 and older than 17; 4) inability to express thoughts and feelings.   
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Name Gender Age Grade Future Aspirations 

1. Nicole F 15 9th Teacher  

2. Alexis M 15 9th Teacher/Lawyer/Doctor 

3. Allen M 16 10th Business Owner/President of U.S. 

4. Tommy F 14 9th Veterinarian/NBA Player 

5. Brittney F 13 8th Lawyer, Actor, Comedian 

6. Keisha F 16 11th Nurse 

7. Barry M 17 11th Artist 

8. Courtney F 15 10th Dancer/Actor 

9. Sam M 17 11th Engineer/Architect/Chef  

10. Mya F 17 10th Nurse/Artist 

11. Chris M 17 12th Zoologist 

12. Mike M 14 9th Basketball Player/Philanthropist  

13. Tony M 13 7th Football Player 

14. Erica F 13 7th Pediatrician 

15. Tonya F 13 7th Lawyer/Hairstylist 

16. Lisa F 13 8th Lawyer 

     
Table 1: Description of participants by pseudonyms, gender, age, grade and future aspirations. 

 

Measures/Instrumentation 

 A set of semi-structured opened-ended questions composed the interview 

schedule.  Participants engaged in two separate interviews that lasted approximately 

forty-five minutes to an hour each.  All interviews were audio recorded. The initial 

interview questions below guided study participants to discuss how they experience 

feelings of hope and hopelessness.    

1. Tell me about a typical day for you. 

2. What types of dreams do you have for the future? (school, career, family, 

places to live) 

3. What types of things would get in the way of you achieving your dreams?   

           4. What types of things make a person successful? 
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           5.  Describe successful people that you know. 

           6. What types of hopes and dreams do your friends have? 

           7.  What things do you like about your neighborhood that make you feel hopeful?  

             8.  What things do you want to change about your neighborhood that make you 

           feel hopeless? 

 9.  How do you know that you will achieve your dreams? 

 

10. When faced with a difficult problem, how do you react? 

 

11.  How do you feel when you encounter a barrier to a goal? 

 

12. Tell me in your own words what you think hope means.  Are there times when 

  you feel hopeful? Describe things that make you feel hopeful. 

13. Tell me in your own words what you think hopeless means. Are there times 

when you feel hopeless?  Describe things that make you feel hopeless.  

 

14. Where do you see yourself now / in a month / in a year / in 5 years? 

 

 Qualitative interviews typically rely on “probes” or follow-up questions to obtain 

the depth and richness desired from respondents (Padgett, 2008).  The following probing 

questions were utilized during the study: 

1.  Tell me more about…………. 

2. Could you give me an example…………. 

3. What would happen if……………. 

4. So, let me see if I have this right…………………. 

5. I wonder what makes you……………………… 

             Following completion of the initial round of interviews, participants were be 

given a disposable camera to take photos of images that represent hope and hopelessness.  

Participants were instructed in basic photography and given proper consent forms 
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necessary to photograph humans.  Participants were asked to return disposable cameras 

one week following completion of their photography instruction session.   

          Following the return of the cameras by respondents, this writer developed the 

photos.   The researcher then met study participants for a second audio recorded 

interview to discuss the photographs.  Respondents sorted photos into the categories of 

either hope or hopelessness. Participants were then asked to discuss their selection of 

photographs and to answer the following questions:  

1. What do you see here? 

2. What‟s really happening here? 

3. How does this photograph make you hopeful or hopeless? 

4. What can we do about it?   

            Study participants were asked to choose their top four photos representing hope 

and hopelessness. 

Procedures 

 NHI staff assisted this writer in identifying eligible study participants.  Data 

collection for this study took place between October 4, 2010 and April 15, 2011.  This 

writer actively recruited participants by hosting a community forum which provided 

information regarding the study. Parent and adolescents were invited to the forum and 

light refreshments were provided. Interested adolescents and parents completed an 

information form and had the opportunity to sign up for the study on site. All adolescents 

and parents received a handout describing details of the study.  The researcher followed-

up with the adolescents at the NHI if more time was needed to make a decision about 

participation in the study.  Passive recruitment techniques involved placing informational 
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flyers at the NHI.  Individuals who did not attend the scheduled administration session, 

but were scheduled to participate in the study were placed on a follow-up list.  The follow 

up list was utilized by the researcher to revisit those individuals in an attempt to include 

them in the research study.  The researcher made at least three attempts to contact 

registered no shows.   

This writer met with each study participant at the NHI, the staff assigned a 

meeting room to help ensure privacy. When participants arrived to the scheduled 

administration site for the initial interview, they were asked their address and birth date to 

confirm eligibility.  Parental consent was also re-checked upon arrival.  The researcher 

reviewed the assent form with each participant, and asked each participant to sign an 

assent form before beginning the interview. To control for variations in reading ability 

among participants, assent forms were read aloud by the researcher.  This writer 

discussed confidentiality issues with each participant.  Participants were asked to print 

their name, birth date, and address on the cover page.  This page was collected by the 

researcher.  Prior to beginning the interview, each participant was asked if he or she had 

any questions for the researcher. 

After completion of initial interviews, this writer met with research participants 

for the purpose of receiving basic instruction in photography and discussing ethics related 

to the photovoice method.  The nature of the photovoice method mandated additional 

consent requirements to ensure that the privacy rights of others were not violated.  Wang 

and Redwood-Jones (2001) discuss two additional consents necessary for research 

participants: 1) subjects‟ consent to be photographed; youth obtained this consent prior to 
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photographing any subjects; 2) youth photographers provided signed consent for pictures 

to be published to promote the project‟s goals.   

This writer led a discussion regarding photovoice ethics with the research 

participants prior to photography instruction.  Issues concerning safety were emphasized, 

participants were instructed to keep safety first, and be aware of their surroundings and 

any potential dangers (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001).  The researcher will point out 

potential dangers such as attempting to photograph illegal activities.  Information sheets 

regarding taking photographs were given to the research participants.  Research 

participants were provided a verbal script to obtain verbal consent from potential 

subjects‟ to be photographed (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001).  Other issues that were 

addressed by this researcher included acceptable ways to approach potential subjects‟ to 

take their picture and taking pictures of people without their knowledge (Wang, 2006). 

Following the discussion of ethics and safety, the study participants were instructed in 

basic photography skills by this writer.  At the completion of the session, study 

participants were given a disposable camera and asked to return it a week later.  This 

writer developed the images and met with study participants for a second interview 

utilizing the interview schedule previously discussed in this section to explore the 

meaning of their photographs.  Study participants were given a copy of their photographs, 

as is customary with photovoice methods (Wang, 2006).  Each participant received 

$20.00 as compensation for their time. 

Institutional Review Board 

 Ethical guidelines are necessary for all social science studies, particularly studies 

that include human subject and vulnerable populations (i.e., those under age 18).  This 
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study obviously includes a vulnerable population of “at-risk” adolescents ages 13-17.  

Such individuals are deemed vulnerable because of  their lack of autonomy and imperfect 

ability to understand consent related issues, limited knowledge of the research process, 

and lack of political, social, and economic power (Freeman and Mathison, 2009). 

Morever, participants may have experienced some discomfort while exploring their 

personal feelings of hopelessness. All efforts were be made to minimize physical or 

emotional risk to the study participants.   To reduce such discomfort, the research 

investigator offered a processing and debriefing opportunity for each participant 

following the interviews. The researcher is a trained mental health professional (licensed 

independent social worker) and has extensive training in conducting mental status 

examinations.  Any suicidal, homicidal, or sexual abuse issues are required to be reported 

to the proper authorities as indicated by Ohio Law and the Counselor, Social Worker, 

Marriage and Family Therapist Board of Ohio.  Several measures were taken to ensure 

ethical guidelines and were upheld during this research study.  The researcher complied 

with all Institutional Review Board policies and procedures as outlined by The Ohio State 

University.  The researcher obtained informed consent from the participants‟ 

parents/guardians, and obtained assent from the adolescents.  Confidentiality issues were 

discussed with the parents/guardians and study participants. Although participation in the 

study presented minimal risk to the participants, the researcher took measures to reduce 

any potential discomforts or risks.  The participants may withdraw for the study at any 

time without penalty.  Data were de-identified and stored in a locked file with the 

Principal Investigator (Wolfer, 2007).    
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Analysis 

   Qualitative data analysis (QDA) varies in terms of computer assisted and non-

computer assisted analysis. There is currently no consensus among qualitative researchers 

in the literature regarding the use of computer assisted software; the decision to utilize 

such software remains up to the individual researcher.  This writer utilized the qualitative 

data analysis software program NVivo 9 to organize, store, and facilitate coding and 

analysis of data.  Such qualitative data analysis programs allow researchers to search for 

connections in the data and hierarchies among data codes and to produce graphical 

displays of the data (Padgett, 2008).  Traditional non-computer assisted data analysis (pen 

and paper method) were also employed in this study to facilitate data analysis.   

A total of 26 interviews were completed during the course of this study.  Sixteen 

initial interviews were conducted (one for each participant).  A second round of 

interviews was conducted with 10 of the 16 adolescents (those who returned cameras) in 

the study. The researcher listened to each audio recorded interview twice.  All interviews 

were transcribed verbatim.  The researcher checked audio recordings against 

transcriptions to ensure accuracy. Each transcribed interview was read a minimum of 

three times by the researcher. Padgett‟s (2008) six-step process for transcribing data was 

implemented.  These steps are: 

1.  Ample room was left at the margins (for memos and coding) and lines 

were numbered sequentially from start to finish. 

2.  Each page included a header noting the date of the interview and the 

date of transcription 
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3. All interviewer questions were in bold font to delineate from 

interviewees responses. 

4. Each interview began with the participant‟s identification number so 

that data is easily identified and easily tracked.   

5. Utterances such as “uh-uhs” and “umms” were skipped, unless they 

are a significant part of the conversation analysis.   

6. All work was backed up on an external hard drive.    

Coding 

Miles and Huberman (1994) define coding as the analysis process in qualitative 

research, which involves the differentiation and combination of data.  Codes serve as tags 

or labels for assigning units of meaning to descriptive or inferential information that 

emerge from the data.  A detailed description of the coding process utilized in this study 

is provided at this point in the discussion.  Although Nivo 9 was utilized in the process of 

coding, the first three transcripts were coded by hand.  Line by line open coding was 

implemented to sort data into analytic groupings for further analysis.  The right-hand 

margins of the transcript were used to bracket relevant segments and assign code labels.  

This researcher followed four general guiding principles suggested by Padgett (2008) 

when coding data.  These principles include: 1) every line of the transcript was not 

necessarily coded; 2) single passages of text sometimes yielded several codes; 3) codes 

evolved to have clear definitions to guide their future usage; 4) codes were subject to 

change through clarification or elimination.  A total of 44 codes were generated during 

open coding (See Appendix ). 
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Codes were attached to chunks of data, which included words, phrases, sentences, 

and whole paragraphs.  This writer assigned a label for each code that was derived. 

Selective (axial) coding was implemented to aggregate and winnow down open codes 

(Charmaz, 2006; Padgett, 2008).  Three peer debriefers were utilized during the coding 

process to assist in identifying segments of the data deemed code worthy, the size of a 

segment to be coded, and choice of words for code labels (Padgett, 2008).   One peer 

debriefer was a Masters level mental health clinician with a specialization in treating 

African American adolescents and their families.  Another peer debriefer held a PhD in 

Social Work and was an expert in qualitative research. The third peer debriefer was a 

faculty member on this writer‟s dissertation committee. A total of 25 selective (axial) 

codes were extracted from the data which are listed and briefly described below. 

Table 3.1 

List of Selective (Axial) Codes 

 

Code                                                    Description 

Achieving Dreams             Steps to goal attainment (e.g. grades) 

Barriers    Things that get in the way (e.g. drugs) 

College    Career pathway  

Dreams for Future   Career choice or profession 

Peers     Influence positive or negative, support 

Family/Significant Others   Role models, support, acquisition of skills  

Future     Expectations in next five years  

Future Neighborhood   Places to live, neighborhood characteristics 

Future Relationships   Family, dating, marriage 

Negative Behaviors   Drug/alcohol use 

Gangbangers    Negative impact, violence, pressure to join 

Attitudes/Outlook   Positive thinking, expectations fulfilled  

Hopelessness/Thoughts  Negative thinking, not caring, giving up 

Neighborhood Change  Safety, cleanliness, helping out 

Neighborhood/Good   People, community agencies, parks 

Neighborhood Negative           Violence, gangs, shooting, fighting 

Overcoming Barriers   Problem solving, seeking guidance  

Problems Faced    Managing conflict  

Spirituality    Faith, prayer, church, protection 
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Successes    Talent or ability, academic achievement 

Violence    Neighborhood, crime  

Basic Needs    Food, shelter, clothing 

Successful People   Significant others, helpers, educated others 

      

Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that check-coding be implemented during the 

data analysis process.  Check-coding involves two researchers reviewing the same 

transcripts to discuss their ideas of the codes generated by the data.   This writer utilized 

check-coding to aid in increasing the clarity of defining codes. Similarities and 

differences in coding were discussed with three peer experts to arrive at a consensus for 

the meaning of assigned codes.  After three transcripts were analyzed, the researcher 

developed a start-list of codes that were applied to the remaining transcripts utilizing 

Nvivo9 software.  Codes with too few excerpts or that become absorbed by another code 

were dropped.  A codebook (code list) was developed to organize codes generated from 

the data.  The coding process continued until redundancy and repetition were reached in 

the data.  Subsequent interviews confirmed previously existing codes and discrepant 

cases ceased to appear in the data.  The result of this process is referred to as “saturation” 

in the data (Padgett, 1998).   

This writer applied the coding process above to the second set of interviews in 

which respondents were asked to provide an explanation of photographs taken in 

reference to hope and hopelessness.  A deductive process was utilized in assigning codes 

to the narratives derived from the photographs.  Open and selective (axial) codes from the 

first set of interviews were applied to the narratives, which revealed no new codes.  

Nvivo 9 software was employed to store and organize photographs.   

Nvivo9 was employed in the study to assist this writer with determining patterns, 

connections and similarities in the data.  Respondents‟ interviews, photographs, and this 
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writer‟s memo notes were imported into the Nvivo 9. Folders were created to organize 

data and keep track of the imported data.  Following hand coding of the first three 

interviews, the researcher created nodes in Nvivo9 that represented a collection of codes 

derived from the data.  Each node was assigned a name based on the descriptive data 

contents. Nodes were created in hierarchical fashion which allowed the researcher to 

move from the general topic (the parent node) to more specific topics (child nodes).  Data 

derived from coding the interviews and photographs were gathered at the parent and child 

nodes.  A color-coded system was utilized to highlight data and images that were coded 

under specific nodes.   

Theme Development 

Constant comparative analysis was implemented in this study to further the data 

reduction process. Constant comparative analysis was utilized to systematically search 

for similarities and differences in the data, ultimately to determine what was meaningful 

in the data.  Corbin and Strauss (2008) describe the constant comparative method as 

comparing each incident in the data being compared to other incidents in the data, 

eventually rendering patterns of similarities and differences. Similar patterns that arch 

across large portions of the data are then placed into categories.  From such categories, 

themes are developed which are intended to capture all notable information retrieved 

from the data.  Nvivo9 was employed to facilitate the constant comparative analysis 

process. Schaefer (1997) suggested the following constant comparative analysis 

procedures that were employed in this study: 1) place units of data or incidents on color 

coded cards for each interview (including participant‟s ID, and page from which unit was 

extracted); 2) classify cards into categories; 3) compare units or incidents with others in 
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the same category; 4) follow process with all interviews; 5) develop common 

classifications and refine existing categories; 6) classify categories into major themes and 

begin to formulate the  grounded theory of the study (as cited in Heppner & Heppner, 

2004, pp. 151-552).  Steps one and two in the process were modified in this study by 

utilizing Nvivo9 to sort, color code, and classify data into categories.  This writer 

examined the data to identify relationships between the codes, and formulated categories 

based on similarities in the data.  A color coded identification system was utilized 

(Nvivo9 software) to track the categories which assisted this writer in shaping themes 

across the sample of respondents.  Padgett (1998) suggests this process for qualitative 

researchers to move from codes to themes so that a higher level of abstraction and 

conceptualization may occur.   

The researcher wrote memos after every analytic session and wrote summary 

memos that captured the content of several memos.  All memos were dated with page 

numbers and included excerpts from the raw data to facilitate easier identification 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The researcher utilized the memo function in Nvivo 9 to keep 

track of ideas, insights, and interpretations that arose from the data.  Two types of memos 

were utilized by this writer within the Nivio 9 software.  Memos were created for data 

sources to capture issues or comments regarding insights from the interviews with 

research participants.  Memos were also utilized to make notes about various nodes and 

related emerging patterns and themes. 

Memo-writing in the form of theory notes were used by the researcher to arrive at 

ideas about what was going on in the data.  Memo-writing allowed this researcher to 

work with concepts as opposed to raw data.  This method also promoted the use of 
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creativity, imagination, and insightfulness of the researcher.  Memo-writing served as a 

reflection of the researcher‟s analytical thoughts derived from the data.  Another function 

of memo-writing provided the researcher an archive of analytic ideas that were organized 

and retrieved as analytic schemes were discovered.   

Strategies for Enhancing Rigor 

Qualitative studies do not rely on capturing a fixed reality or internal/external 

validity as do quantitative studies (Padgett, 2008).  Instead, qualitative studies rely on 

“trustworthiness,” which refers to a study being conducted in an ethical and fair manner, 

and reflects findings that are as close as possible to the participants experiences 

(Steinmetz, 1991).  Padgett (2008) identified three major threats to trustworthiness 

including reactivity, researcher biases, and respondent biases.  Reactivity is the potential 

that the researcher‟s presence may have on the participants‟ beliefs or behaviors.  

Researcher biases occur when observations or interpretations are influenced by personal 

opinions of the researcher.  Respondent bias occurs when the respondent gives answers 

that are not a true reflection of her thoughts or feelings (Padgett, 2008; Padgett, 2004). 

Consequently, a variety of strategies were utilized in this study to enhance rigor 

and address potential threats to trustworthiness.  Prolonged engagement took place in the 

form of conducting two separate interviews with study participants over the course of 

seven months.  Prolonged engagement dissipates the researcher‟s effect when longer 

periods of time are spent in the field (Padgett, 2008).  Prolonged engagement reduces the 

likelihood that respondents will withhold or lie about information (Creswell 2003, 

Liebow, 1993; Padgett, 2008, Padgett, 1994). Prolonged engagement reduces potential 

reactivity and respondent bias.    
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Triangulation involves utilizing different methods of acquiring data to validate 

findings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Creswell, 2003, Padegett, 2008, Richardson, 2003).  

Denzin (1978) identified four types of triangulation, including theory, methodological, 

observer, and data.  This study employed data triangulation and methodological 

triangulation.  Data from the interviews and commentary derived from the photographs 

were triangulated and compared to explore themes across data sources.  In an effort to 

promote trustworthiness of the study, triangulation was utilized to analyze and compare 

interviews and photographic commentary of the study participants, and field notes to 

arrive at a common point of reference. Utilizing more methods in a study increases the 

chances of gaining better understanding of how research participants construct their 

experiences and lives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). This writer implemented 

methodological triangulation by utilizing two different research methods (grounded 

theory and photovoice) to study hope and hopelessness.   Triangulation addresses the 

issue of reactivity, researcher bias, and respondent bias (Padgett, 2008).    

Peer debriefing was utilized to acquire feedback from this writer‟s dissertation 

committee and three peer debriefers regarding coding, field notes, and other relevant 

issues.  The researcher identified a peer expert in qualitative research and two additional 

experts in the areas of child and adolescent mental health with African American youth to 

serve as peer supporters.  Peer debriefers were given transcribed interviews to code.  

Peers were given chunks of data and related memos to enhance this writer‟s self-

reflexivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, Padgett, 2008, Padgett, 2003).  Peer debriefers 

assisted this writer in instrumental functions of conducting a qualitative study such as 
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offering advice with managing data and navigating QDA software. Potential threats to 

researcher bias were reduced through peer debriefing.   

An audit trail was utilized to track the process by which data were collected and 

analyzed during the research process.  As mentioned, each step taken in the data 

collection and analysis process has been described (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Padgett, 

2003).  This writer utilized memos to record decisions made during data collection, 

coding, and analysis.   Caution was taken by this writer to identify any negative case 

analysis or data that deviate from the building theory (Padgett, 2008).  Field notes were 

utilized to note occurrences of possible significance.  Notes included details such as date, 

time, setting, nonverbal cues, and researcher‟s feelings.  Field notes assist in identifying 

misconceptions and biased interpretations, and may also reveal unique patterns in the 

data (Faherty, 2010).  Utilizing an audit trail reduces researcher bias.  The strategies 

described in this section promote trustworthiness and reduce the undesirable effects of 

“emic” researcher status discussed previously in this paper.   

Limitations 

There are several limitations associated with this study.  The sample only assesses 

adolescents residing in economically impoverished neighborhoods located in a single 

metropolitan area of Columbus, Ohio.  Therefore, the sample may limit the ability of the 

researcher to generalize results both geographically and to other types of neighborhoods 

and communities. This writer‟s intent was not to generalize or make assertions 

representative of all low-income African American adolescents.  Furthermore, intent of 

the study was not to extrapolate findings; rather, it sought to generate a deeper 

understanding of the constructs of hope and hopelessness as perceived by African 
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American adolescents residing in a low-income neighborhood. Of the 16 cameras 

provided to research participants, only 10 cameras were returned. Therefore, it is possible 

that additional data were not captured in the study results.  However, saturation in the 

data was reached with the cameras that were returned to the researcher; no new themes 

were derived following coding and analysis of the 10th set of photographic interviews.   

Data saturation is achieved when no new data are being found in the interviews or 

observations of the research participants (Pickler, 2007).  Additionally, there were more 

African American adolescent girls sampled in the study than African American boys. 

Despite the aforementioned limitations, this study offers important insights regarding the 

construction of hope and hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents.   

This writer implemented several strategies to enhance rigor in the study and to 

control for threats to trustworthiness including prolonged engagement, multiple 

triangulation strategies (data and methodological), peer debriefing, and implementation 

of an audit trail. These strategies allowed this researcher to maintain integrity of the 

study.   
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

 This chapter discusses major findings of the current study derived from in-depth 

interviews and photographs taken by study participants.  Emergent themes are defined 

and further discussed throughout the chapter.  Descriptions of the demographic 

characteristics of the study participants are also presented.  Pseudonyms are utilized to 

protect the identity of the research participants.  The primary focus of this study was to 

examine perceptions of hope and hopelessness among impoverished African American 

adolescents.  The following three questions were explored: 

1) How do low-income African American adolescent perceive and experience 

hope?  

2) How do low-income African American adolescents think about goals, future   

    orientation, and hope? 

3) How do low-income African American adolescents perceive and experience  

   hopelessness?  

The following section describes the demographic characteristics of the research 

participants.  The sample population of this study was comprised of 16 youths residing in 

the Mt. Vernon neighborhood, Columbus, Ohio.  Youth participants attended afterschool 
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social programs at the Neighborhood House Incorporated for the duration of the study.  

Each participant ranged in age between 13 and 17 years of age.  Background information 

for each participant is presented below: 

Nicole is a 15-year old female in the ninth grade.  She attended the recruitment forum 

hosted by this writer with her mother.  Nicole is very close to her family and often keeps 

an eye on her younger siblings at the NHI.  She is friendly with a bright smile.  Although 

somewhat shy initially, Nicole quickly warmed up.  She aspires to become a teacher one 

day, so that she can become rich and help take care of her family.  Nicole enjoys dancing 

and is part of a performing arts group at the NHI.   

Alexis is a 15-year old female in the ninth grade.  She was talkative and animated in 

responding to interview questions.  She was thoughtful in her responses always provided 

a detailed account of her experiences.  Alexis seemed more mature than her age, and used 

adult-like mannerisms.  She is fond of animals and takes pride in caring for her pit-bulls 

at home.  Alexis enjoys cheerleading and helping other people.   

Allen is a 16 year old male in the 10
th

 grade.   A confident young man with future 

plans of becoming an NBA basketball player and then President of the United States, 

Allen sees himself as a leader among his peers and enjoys helping others with their 

problems.  He pointed out that he is a role model at school because he is positive and 

people usually listen to him.  Allen plays basketball for his high school.   

Tommy is a 14 year old male in the ninth
 
grade.  One of Tommy‟s favorite activities 

is playing basketball at the NHI after school.  Tommy would like to become an NBA 

player, but has a back-up plan of going to college and becoming a veterinarian.  He 

comes from a family of athletes and describes playing sports as a “family thing.”  Tommy 
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enjoys a close relationship with his family.  Tommy talked about a tattoo on his arm 

symbolizing deceased loved ones. He pointed out that other people get tattoos with no 

meaning, which is dumb.   

Brittney is a 13-year old female in the eighth grade.  She was very engaged in the 

interview and yet mild mannered.  Brittney also enjoys a close relationship with her 

family, and discussed a trip out of town to a family reunion the previous summer.  She 

would like to explore several careers including acting, dancing, singing, comedy, and 

practicing law.  Brittney would like to pursue a career in law to help others, especially 

homeless people.  She comes from a spiritual upbringing and believes that she can 

overcome anything with God‟s help.   

Keisha is a 16 year old female in the 11
th

 grade.  She enjoys typical teenage activities 

like talking on the phone and surfing Facebook.  Keisha has a supportive family that 

encourages her to always do her best.  She discussed a weekly family activity called 

“family talk.”  During this time her family discusses issues like school, the community, 

and current news. Her family also uses this time to work out their disagreements.  Keisha 

has plans to attend college on an academic or athletic scholarship.  She enjoys success in 

running track and is proud of her achievements at previous track meets.   

Barry is a 17 year old male in the 11
th

 grade.  He has high hopes of becoming an artist 

and wants to attend art school.  Barry is part of the arts program at NHI, and some of his 

work is displayed at the center.  He considers his family to be comprised of his older 

brother.  Barry is very close to his brother, who is currently attending college.  Barry and 

his brother plan to own a joint business in the future.   
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Courtney is a 15-year old female in the 10
th

 grade.  She has a warm smile, and is sure 

of herself.  Courtney aspires to become a professional dancer one day.  Courtney enjoys 

dancing with a group of peers at the NHI.  She has performed her dancing routine at local 

talent shows.  Courtney looks forward to moving to California one day to pursue her 

career in dancing or acting.  She is also eager to meet celebrities in Hollywood.   

Sam is a 17-year old male in the 11
th

 grade.  Sam is engaging and tells his stories with 

great passion and detail. He enjoys dancing and is part of performing arts group the NHI.  

Sam has an interest in culinary arts, engineering, and architecture.  He plans to have a 

nice life and family in the future.   

Mya is a 17-year old female in the 10
th

 grade.  She was somewhat shy, but warmed up 

pretty easily.  Mya enjoys dancing and likes to compete in area talent shows.  She also 

enjoys writing poems and songs.  Mya would like to become an artist or a nurse in the 

future.   

Chris is a 17-year old in the 12
th

 grade.  He had a high level of energy and took his 

time sharing his ideas.  Chris loves animals and wants to pursue a career with animals.  

Chris likes to play video games and surfing the web.   

Mike is a 14-year old male in the ninth grade.  Mike is direct and doesn‟t hold 

anything back.  He enjoys volunteering at an agency service for homeless individuals.  

Mike is “street-smart” and craftily navigates potentially dangerous environments.  He has 

dreams of becoming a lawyer or philanthropist.   

Tony is a 13 year old male in the seventh grade.  He is much smaller in stature than 

his similar-aged peers, and is soft-spoken.  Tony enjoys playing basketball, and often 
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plays after school at the NHI.  He is a fierce competitor and does not let his size get in the 

way of competing.  Tony wants to attend college and become a running back at OSU.   

Erica is a 13-year old female in the seventh grade.  She has a close relationship with 

her family and enjoys spending time with them regularly.  Erica wants to become a 

pediatrician so that she can help people.  One of her favorite things to do is to spend time 

at the NHI with her friends.   

Tonya is a 13-year old female in the seventh grade.  Tonya has a bright smile and a 

happy demeanor.  She enjoys learning and excelling in school.  Tonya wants to explore 

careers in the areas of law, cosmetology, and cooking.  Tonya likes to play with her 

younger brothers in her spare time.   

Lisa is a 13-year old female in the seventh grade.  She spends time with her friend 

most every day.  Lisa has aspirations of becoming a lawyer.  She is proud of her 

academic accomplishments and looks forward to attending college one day.   

Themes 

 

 Data were collected and transcribed simultaneously.  After coding the first three 

interviews, a list of codes were generated and applied to subsequent interviews and 

photographs.  Six themes were derived from the interviews and photographs in regard to 

experiences and perceptions of hope and hopelessness among study participants. Hope 

and hopelessness are defined by study participants and themes are then presented 

according to how respondents perceive each of the constructs.  Perceptions of Hope 

generated five themes:  (1) Caring Connections; (2) Education; (3) Spirituality; (4) “The 

Basics” and (5) “Gonna Make it Mentality.”  Perceptions of hopelessness generated three 

themes and two subthemes: (1) Negative Attitudes and Beliefs; (2) External Constraints; 
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and (3) Negative Behaviors; (2) Environmental Factors- subthemes were (a) violence and 

(b) “ecological eyesores.”  A discussion of themes is presented in the next section of the 

chapter.   Themes are supported by direct commentary and photographs taken by research 

participants.  Below are descriptions of themes (See Appendix A) : 

Hope 

Caring Connections 

Youths in the study identified supportive others who served multiple purposes in 

relation to their perceptions of hope and hopelessness. Two sub-themes emerged to 

include family and helpful others.  These individuals were comprised of family members, 

neighbors, teachers, peers, and community service providers.  Such individuals served as 

role models, provided support, infused hope, and validated the potential to achieve future 

dreams and goals.  

Education 

 Research participants consistently identified academic achievement as a means by 

which hope was experienced in their lives.  Youths in the study touted good grades as 

their pathway to attending college and achieving career aspirations.   

Spirituality 

 Prayer and attending church were recurring themes concerning hope and goal 

attainment.  Sub-themes that emerged were the youth‟s personal experiences with faith 

and supportive others‟ experiences with faith.  Respondents discussed how supportive 

others utilized prayer and attending church as means of coping and remaining hopeful.  

Respondents discussed how they pray and attend church themselves in relation to 

“making it in life.” 
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The Basics 

 An interesting theme that emerged in the youth‟s construction of hope was 

evidenced in photographs taken of “basic needs.” Respondents described the basic 

necessities of living as hopeful.  Study participants captured images of household 

toiletries, food, clothing, their homes (shelter), and shoes.   

“Gonna Make It Mentality” 

 Study participants maintained a “mental toughness” and demonstrated 

perseverance despite challenges, barriers, or setbacks to goal attainment.  Respondents 

believed that nothing could get in their way of achieving their goals and were hopeful 

about future possibilities.  Participants possessed an optimistic outlook on life and 

expected positive things to come their way.  

Hopelessness 

Negative Attitudes and Beliefs 

 Youths identified hopelessness in terms of negative thinking about their present 

capabilities.  Negative thoughts were associated with not caring, giving up, and not 

believing in oneself.  Negative thinking was also marked by negative expectations 

regarding the future.  

External Constraints 

 Study participants viewed external “forces” as contributing to hopelessness, 

“forces” such as environmental and neighborhood conditions and negative influences.  

These forces were linked to perceived entrapment and inability to escape from negative 

environmental influences.   

Negative Behaviors 
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 Negative behaviors such as involvement in drug and alcohol use were identified 

as representing hopelessness. Other negative behaviors associated with hopelessness were 

perpetrating violent acts and gang involvement.  

The Environment  

 One subtheme that emerged under ecological factors was associated with the 

respondent‟s neighborhood.  Litter, graffiti, and abandoned buildings were related to a 

sense of hopelessness.  The other subtheme that emerged was that violence, crime and 

shooting were issues that contributed to perceptions of hopelessness.   

  Perceptions of Hope 

 

Caring Connections 

All study participants highlighted the importance of family members, peers, 

neighbors, community figures, teachers, and other individuals deemed significant as 

sources of hope.  These individuals played instrumental roles in the lives of study 

respondents.  Such individuals provided support, love, advice, nurturance, tutoring, and 

mentoring.  Study participants relied heavily on significant others as a means of coping 

and maintaining hope. Sam pointed out the connection between supportive others and 

hope: 

 …I know that even though I go through a lot of hard times and 

bad times, my family and friends, whatever, I still have hope 

because I know that they‟re there [Sam, 17] 

 

 One study participant shared a story of his only support system being his older 

brother who was away at college.  Barry was typically observed participating in the after 

school arts program, working on art projects by himself.  He presented with a tough outer 

shell, usually had a flat affect and seemed to be lethargic most days.  Barry wore braids in 
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his hair that covered his face on most occasions. Barry has been in foster care for a 

number of years and currently resides with a foster family.  Barry considers his older 

brother to be his only source of family; when asked about times when he feels hopeful, 

Barry replied: 

…when my brother comes back, sometimes I can‟t wait.  I just 

hope he come back soon.  It‟s just like joy when he comes back 

because I ain‟t seen him in a while. [Barry, 17] 

 

 Barry pointed out how his brother taught him how to draw and discussed their 

plans to own a business one day.  Barry desires to follow in his brother‟s footsteps and be 

the second person in his family of two to attend college.  Barry‟s brother visited the 

Neighborhood House during his college spring break week.  During this time period, 

Barry was observed smiling and appeared to be very energetic.  Barry even initiated a 

conversation with this writer, and introduced his brother.  Clearly, Barry‟s spirits were 

brightened when he had the opportunity to engage with his older brother.   

Another study participant identified her deceased grandmother as inspiring hope.  

Nicole expressed details of a loving relationship that she experienced with her 

grandmother.  According to Nicole, she did lots of things with her grandmother such as 

grocery shopping, watching TV, and cooking. Nicole told of times when she and her 

grandmother would paint each other‟s nails and watch her baby brothers at the park.  Her 

grandmother shared advice and guided her in the right direction. Nicole‟s grandmother 

always told her that her family is going to around for the rest of her life, so getting along 

with each other was important.   
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Figure 4.1 Grandma 

 

My grandma gives me hope, but she passed away. We did fun 

things together. I just had to pick my grandma, she would cheer me 

up.  

[Nicole, 15] 

  

Nicole also shares a special relationship with her older sister, who attends college.  

Nicole views her sister as being a role model and aspires to be like her in the future.  

Nicole gets advice from her sister about how to handle problems with her friends.   

 
 

Figure 4.2 Sister 

 

 I love them so much.  And that they bring me up when I‟m down 

and they make me happy a lot and I could trust them. 

 [Nicole, 15] 
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 Lisa enjoys a close relationship with her father and feels hopeful when he takes 

care of her needs.  She pointed out that her dad is a mechanic and takes good care of his 

family.  Below is a photograph of Lisa‟s father which represents hope: 

                              
 

      Figure 4.3 Dad 

 

  My dad is hope, he got a lot of kids and raised them all by his self.  

                                 That‟s not what 

usually do.      

     [Lisa, 13] 

 

 Seven of the sixteen youths discussed hope in terms of connectedness to 

neighbors, peers, and individuals within community organizations.  One participant 

described a role model, Ms. Pren, who teaches girls how to become young ladies: 

…Like the lady who we working with is called Ms. Pren.  And she 

don‟t like us using nigger…or the B word…cause she don‟t like 

the language and we call each other sister.  Because you are to call 

them sisters, like sister.  So she might call them sister or chica, 

that‟s the only names we allowed to call them.  But I use them 

because that‟s the only words I use. [Alexis, 15] 

 

         All participants described the NHI (Sawyer Recreation Center) as a place in the 

community that inspired hope because of the people who care.  NHI provides a variety of 

programs for youths including tutoring, mentoring, performing arts programs, social 
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skills groups, recreational activities, summer employment, and exposure trips.  One 

participant snapped a photograph of her peers playing basketball together at the NHI 

below: 

                            
  

                       Figure 4.4 Peers 

  

                       They are playing sports and having fun, that‟s hope. [Alexis, 15] 

 

            Staff members at the NHI serve as important mentors, role models, and sources of 

hope for study participants.  Examples of connectedness to important others in the NHI 

are pictured below: 
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Figure 4.5 Family 

 

It was, we was all working together.  It was hope because we was 

all together. With all of us together, it‟s like a family. (Staff and 

youths at NHI). [Courtney, 15] 

 

 Alexis participates in an after school tutoring program at NHI, she has formed a 

close relationship with her current tutor.  Alexis looks forward to meeting with her tutor 

after school each day.   

 
 

Figure 4.6 Sawyer 

 

People at Sawyer make help me with my work and make sure my 

grades is good. [Alexis, 15] 
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            Study participants identified neighbors as sources of support and hope even when 

other aspects of the neighborhood were viewed as hopeless.  Neighbors served as a 

“watchful eye” for two study participants.  Courtney told a story of how her neighbors 

keep an eye on her when her mother is working.  Courtney has to maintain a curfew, 

which the neighbors are well aware.  She views the neighbors as helping to keep an eye 

on her and caring about her safety: 

…they are protectful, I was…say I‟m outside and these two guys 

come up, they‟re like, “Girl, get your butt in your house, you know 

better, and you‟re mom said you had to be in. [Courtney, 15] 

 

 Mya described her neighbors as cooperative and respectful of each other.  Mya 

also shared a similar story of caring neighbors, who often keep an eye on her if her 

mother is not at home: 

Everybody knows each other and respects each other.  Everybody 

looks after each other.  Like if one person hasn‟t got like 

somebody staying there, they‟ll be like, “Oh, you come to my 

house and keep with me until your mom gets you back over [Mya, 

17] 

 

         Other youths saw neighbors as supplying monetary support, providing 

transportation, and just being there when needed: 

Like people trying and people give opportunities for people who 

can‟t afford stuff, and they have like little get togethers and stuff 

over there where they have like the Martin Luther King Center and 

stuff, and I think hope is like families helping families and stuff. 

[Sam, 17] 

 

Well, when we need things they are given to us, they help us, or 

give us money, or take us to somewhere.  [Courtney, 15] 

 

 Sam‟s photograph below represents his idea of caring connections and the 

importance of people in his family and neighborhood uniting: 
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Figure 4.7 Flags 

 

  If people come together in my family…people where I live… like these 

flags,    that‟s like unity, so it‟s hope.  We help each other out. [Sam, 17] 

 

      Seven youths captured images of positive peers with whom they experience positive 

relationships.  These photographs are not displayed in this discussion to protect the 

anonymity of those positive peers, as they were participants in the study. Examples of 

hope inspired positive peer relationships are below: 

   People that make me feel hope…my friends, my athletic peers, 

yeah,  

that‟s it. [Keisha, 16] 

 

 Like me and my friend play football, basketball together.  Yeah.  I 

mean we do a lot of stuff.  It‟s just fun.  [Allen, 16] 

 

  One participant identified individuals in the broader society such as President 

Barack Obama as inspiring hope: 
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Figure 4.8 President Obama 

 

  He makes our country have hope, and he helps us out. [Tonya, 

13] 

                                               

 Spirituality 

 

 Historically, the African American Church has provided spiritual, social, and 

physical well being of African American communities (Billingsley, 1997; Logan, 2001; 

Martin & Martin, 1995; Taylor & Chatters, 2010 ).  Furthermore, spirituality plays an 

important in the lives of African Americans (Taylor & Chatter, 2010).  Ten youths in the 

study shared stories and captured images of how they utilize spirituality, prayer and 

church to maintain hope in their lives and in the lives of important others. One research 

participant told a story of how his spirituality intersects with managing the loss of his 

loved ones. Tommy arrived to the interview after completing a game of basketball with 

peers at the Neighborhood House.  He wore a cut-off t-shirt revealing two tattoos, one on 

each his upper biceps.  The tattoo on his right bicep was very prominent in size and 

detail.  A religious cross spanned the distance from Tommy‟s upper shoulder to his upper 

elbow.  On the cross were the names of two of his family members in script writing.  

Tommy explained that he got the tattoo as a way to remember two of his close family 
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members who had passed away.  Tommy pointed out that his loved ones are now in 

heaven, but will always be with him in spirit.  He believed that his deceased relatives are 

watching over him along with God in heaven.   

 Three youths in the study experienced hope through attending church and 

participating in praise and worship services.  Brittney stated that she feels hopeful when, 

“…I go to church, when I praise God, when I do that.”  When asked about hope, Sam 

replied; “hope is Bentley Church.”  Although Sam did not attend church regularly, he felt 

church was a place where he could always go that was full of hope.  Another youth 

captured an image of a neighborhood church as a representation of hope below:  

  

 

 
 

Figure 4.9 Church 

 

                The church is hope. [Barry, 17] 

 

Another study participant‟s faith and spirituality was weaved throughout her 

interview.  Brittney candidly discussed how God would lead and guide her through life‟s 

journey.  When discussing potential challenges and barriers to goal attainment, Brittney 
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was confident that God would bring her through any trial. She stated, “ but I ain‟t gonna 

let them get in my way because God is always right there and I ain‟t gonna let them get in 

my way either.”  Brittney came from a spiritual upbringing and told a story of how her 

mother used faith in God to assist a homeless person: 

…One time we was going to the store and we saw – we was 

coming out this door and we saw this homeless person and my 

mom was about to eat and she gave her food to the homeless 

person and said, “You can get up and you don‟t sit right here.”  It‟s 

– I know, just pray, because God will always help you,” and gave 

her some food and some money, pop. [Brittney, 13].    

 

Brittney also shared her grandmother‟s commitment to God, “My grandma…she 

believes in God and she do good things.  She ain‟t a harmful person, she‟s a sweet lady.”  

Brittney described one of her peers expression of spirituality, “…my friend…she wanna 

live a good life, she wanna always believe in God, she‟s gonna go to church.”  Brittney 

was hopeful that she would lead a happy life through her faith in God: 

 …just live a happy life, go to church, believing in God, just 

trusting his word, and when I‟m gone go to heaven. [Brittney, 13] 

 

            Other youths discussed hope and spirituality as a “watchful eye,” symbolic of 

Jesus and angels providing protection and covering against possible harm.  Sam told a 

story of how he and his family were temporarily living with his mother‟s friend in a small 

apartment.  He photographed a picture of his place of occupancy and pointed out how the 

window blinds were broken, and the place was kind of dirty.  Sam went on to talk about 

how it was cold in the apartment at times, because the heat did not work that well.  He 

also pointed out that it was sometimes rowdy in the household and neighborhood, with 

little peace and quiet.  Despite his circumstances, Sam remained hopeful that Jesus was 
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watching over him and that things would become better in the future, as evidenced by the 

photograph below:  

 

 
 

Figure 4.10 Watchful Eye 

 

…you look back like in the back it‟s like a picture of Jesus and you 

feel like that religion like there‟s hope – just feel that vibe like 

there‟s someone there watching over you. [Sam, 17] 

 

 Another study participant snapped a photograph that was also symbolic of the 

“watchful eye” as a means of protection and source of help.  Alexis explained that she 

goes to church often and believes in God and His angels.  She believes that God sends 

angels to help her every day. Alexis thinks that angels are hope because there are some 

days when she needs the angels help.  Alexis photographed the angel below: 
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Figure 4.11 Angel 

 

I believe in God and God sends his angels to help me [Alexis, 15] 

 

Another adolescent in the study identified praying and reading the Bible as 

hopeful.  Mya indicated that she prays and reads the Bible at home and church.  The 

photograph below demonstrates one of the ways that she maintains hope through 

practicing her spirituality: 
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Figure 4.12 Bible 

 

              This person is praying and reading the Bible, that‟s hope. [Mya, 17] 

 

One adolescent described how attending church assisted a family member in 

maintaining hope and achieving a lifelong goal: 

I have an Aunt Jenny…and all her life, they told me the story, all 

her life, she wanted to become a pastor.  And she‟d go to church 

every Sunday, and I‟m going to say about a year ago, she just 

became a pastor at a church.  And it‟s called – it‟s.  I forget that 

church‟s name and I used to go there all the time.  I don‟t know the 

name, but it‟s a church.  It‟s a green church, and that‟s the church 

she pastors at.  And she always wanted to marry a pastor, and she 

became to marry a preacher.  So now she got her dream to become 

a pastor and marry a pastor. [Alexis, 15] 
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Education 

 

 Education is often identified as the catalyst for upward mobility in today‟s 

society.  Indeed, educational attainment improves one‟s chances of securing employment, 

attending college, and contributing effectively to society.  However, for poor urban 

African American children, obtaining a quality education appears to be a daunting task.  

Many reforms have been made and millions of dollars have been spent to bridge the 

achievement gaps between blacks and whites.  These efforts have yielded minimal 

improvements and positive results for African American children in the education arena 

(Williams, 2005).  Yet all respondents in the current study overwhelmingly connect 

perceptions of hope to successes in educational endeavors.  Tonya viewed herself as 

becoming smarter each day and moving on to the eighth grade next year.  She enjoys 

attending school and takes pride in performing well in the classroom.   Tonya captured a 

photograph of an assignment that she received an “A” grade as a representation of hope: 

  
  

 Figure 4.13 My Grade 

             

                                                       My grade, it was a “A”. [Tonya, 13] 
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 Alexis was confident that her future was connected to obtaining a good education.  

When describing things that would interfere with her reaching her goals, she stated, 

“slacking down on my education and my grades.”  Alexis is a good student and views her 

school as supportive and helpful.  One of her dreams is to become an educator in the 

future.  Alexis captured three photos representative of hopefulness and educational 

achievements below:     

 

 
 

Figure 4.14 Achievement 

 

                                 …well that‟s Hope because I succeed 400 over last year and I was 

succeeded to the 400 Club.  So I put that as Hope for me to achieve 

something. [Alexis, 15] 
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Figure 4.15 Medal 

 

       …That‟s my medal for achievement the 400 Club so when you get 

a medal it‟s like pride and encouraged to know that you can 

succeed in whatever you wanna be.[Alexis, 15] 

 

   Youths in the study experienced hope when achieving educational milestones, 

such as passing from one grade to another.  Lisa discussed hopefulness in relation to 

meeting educational goals such as passing to various grade levels: “it was hope when… I 

graduated from 5
th

  grade to 6th   to middle school and like when I made it out of 7th 

grade.” 
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 Tommy believed that he is destined to become successful through the avenue of 

educational endeavors.  He stated, “without a good education, you basically can‟t do 

nothing in life.”  He explained that his mother and father are “serious” about school and 

he is expected to keep his grades up.  When asked about hope and the future, Tommy 

discussed his desire for his siblings to graduate from high school.  One of his siblings is 

currently a senior and preparing to graduate: 

 I would like everybody in my house to graduate, like do something 

with their lives.  Like my other brother Charles, he‟s going 

somewhere with his life.  He‟s supposed to be going to Kentucky.  

He played basketball too.  He‟s supposed to be going to Kentucky 

for basketball, and he‟s going somewhere. [Tommy, 14] 

 

   All study participants viewed graduating from high school necessary for them to 

reach future career and professional aspirations.  The respondent below captured an 

image of a mural representing a road that leads to graduation and successful pursuit of 

academic endeavors:  

                                           
      

      Figure 4.16 Graduation 

 

                  See, the diplomas? That‟s hope because you know you gonna graduate. [Mya, 

17] 
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 Peers of study participants also served as examples of hope in relation to pursuit 

of educational endeavors.  

                                    
 

 Figure 4.17 Homework 

 

                           She‟s doing her work, it motivates me to do my work. [Mya, 17] 

 

 Allen, a student athlete discussed a time when he performed poorly in school, but 

was hopeful after he managed to turn things around.  Allen pointed out how one of his 

peers assisted him with his school work, resulting in improved grades: 

 Like before that, in seventh grade, I was – and I just messed up 

along the way.  It was a new school, so people got in my head I 

started, not dumb stuff, but just not doing my work.  So I just was 

messing up, so I just – and I had a friend that went to my school, 

and he was… He was a smart dude on the basketball team.  If you 

want to play for the basketball team, you have to have be smart and 

have the grades.  So that‟s what messed me up.  I started working 

with him and my grades went up. [Allen, 16] 

 

Tonya captured hopeful images of peers engaged in educational related pursuits:  
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                            Figure 4.18 Reading 

 

                             She is reading something, so she can be smarter. [Tonya, 13] 

 

 

                                  
  

                              Figure 4.19 Typing 

 

                     This girl finished typing her paper and learned something new. [Tonya, 13] 
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Attending school was viewed as hope by one study participant: 

 

                                
 

                            Figure 4.20 School Bus 

 

                                    This is hope, a bus going to school. [Barry, 17] 

 

 Another study participant captured a picture of a mural representing her school 

mascot as a representation of hope. 

                       

                                    
  

 Figure 4.21 Tiger 

 

My school is hope because it makes sure I do what I supposed to 

do.  It encourage me to succeed and it helps me. [Alexis, 15] 
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 All youths in the study discussed plans to attend college following completion of 

high school.  College attendance was viewed as essential to achieving future goals and 

dreams.  Alexis envisioned herself on a journey beginning from elementary school and 

ultimately leading to college: 

…and I wanted to always to come from elementary to middle 

school to high school to college…and that‟s one of the things that I 

want to do…  also  I see myself taking college tours.  I always 

dream of taking college tours everywhere, so I can see myself 

taking college tours.[Alexis, 15] 

 

 Some youths had significant others in their lives who inspired hope by attending 

college. Study participants were optimistic about following similar paths to obtain a 

college education: 

 …A recent friend came back…she got in there last year.  She came 

back and told us she liked it, whatever.  I‟m just like, “So how‟s 

the education?”  They said they do good on education…she 

recommended me to go there, so I said I‟ll check on it. [Keisha, 

16] 

 

 …My sister picked  to go to Central State.  And she made it by 

doin‟ what she knows she was supposed to do and get all A‟s and 

B‟s on her report card and graduate...I might pick to go there. 

[Nicole, 15] 

 

“The Basics” 

 

         An interesting finding in regards to the respondents‟ perception of hope was 

evidenced in photographs taken of life‟s “basic necessities.”  Basic needs that were 

identified by study participants included items such as food, shelter, clothing, shoes, 

toiletries, and household appliances. All ten respondents who returned cameras identified 

having basic necessities as hopeful.  Erica explained below the importance of having 

shelter and a loving home. 
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 … hope means to have a place to live, a roof on top of your head, 

people that‟ll love you. [Erica, 13] 

  

 …like when I go to bed every night, I notice like a roof on top of 

my head protecting me and somebody in my house and my mom or 

my dad, that‟s gonna make sure I‟m always safe at night and 

always have things I need, they took care of my life for me. [Erica, 

13] 

 

 Erica photographed her home as a representation of hope: 

 

                                     
 

 Figure 4.22 Home 

 

                      A shelter for your family, a roof over your head if it‟s raining. [Erica, 13] 

  

Other participants captured images of food as representations of hopefulness.  

Erica enjoys her mother‟s home cooking and cheerfully discussed how her family comes 

together at dinner time. She stated, “I chose this one to take a picture of hope...because 

like…for your family so you have a meal on the table…for your family so you can 

provide them stuff that they needs to grow.”  Erica‟s image is below: 
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Figure 4.23 Food 

 

                                  Have a meal on the table for your family. [Erica, 13] 
 

          Interestingly, two other participants took pictures of animals, which were symbolic 

representations of food as a means for survival.  Lisa explained that she was 

photographing the bird in the picture below.  She pointed out that the bird was eating 

food which represented hopefulness.  Lisa said, “The bird is eating food, that‟s hope.  I 

was trying to take it while it was eating the food, but then it turned around and started 

looking at me and stuff.” 
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                                    Figure 4.24 Bird 

 

       “The bird is eating food, that‟s hope” [Lisa, 13] 

 

 Lisa captured a gruesome image of a starved dog in the street, but related the 

animal‟s death to people needing food for survival.  She explained how the dog in the 

photograph died from starving and that his rib cage and other skeletal bones were visible 

through his skin.  Lisa also noted the drool and other bodily fluids oozing from the dog‟s 

mouth.  Lisa stated, “this is just hopeless, this dog died in front of my house from 

starving, people need food.” 
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Figure 4.25 Dog 

 

            This dog died in front of my house from starving, people need food. [Mya, 17] 

 

            In regards to basic needs, six study participants identified shoes and clothing as 

being as necessities that facilitate hopefulness.  Of particular interest was the emphasis 

the adolescents placed on the need for clothes to be clean.  Erica photographed clean 

clothes hanging in her brother‟s closet.  She stated, “having clean clothes to wear… so 

you can walk around like that so you won‟t be like stuck at the house all the time or 

something.”  Wearing clean clothing was essential for the youths in the study and likely a 

source of pride.  Erica‟s photograph of hopefulness is pictured below: 
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Figure 4.26 Clothing 

 

Having clean clothes is hope. [Erica, 13] 

 

 Lisa held similar beliefs in regards to the importance of having clean clothing as a 

source of hopefulness.  She photographed the household appliances below: 

 

 
 

Figure 4.27 Washer and Dryer 

 

   A washer and dryer to keep your clothes clean, that‟s hope.  

   So you keep up your hygiene. [Mya, 17] 
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    Lisa pointed out one of the ways that she experiences hope through having her basic 

needs met.  Lisa stated, “It‟s hope when my dad take me to get my hair done, get me 

shoes and clothes and stuff.” Two other participants captured images of shoes, relating 

them to hopefulness.  Courtney felt strongly that people need basic items such as shoes.  

She stated, “…because I hope they have some shoes.  Because some people, they be 

walking outside barefoot or they just don't have good shoes, like they're ripped or 

something like that.” Courtney‟s photograph is below: 

 

                                  
          

                            Figure 4.28 Shoes 

 

   People need shoes on they feet, so they don‟t have to walk 

                     around barefoot.  [Courtney, 15] 

 

        Situated throughout the Mt. Vernon neighborhood and in close vicinity of the NHI 

are large yellow bins labeled in big bold letters, “clothes and shoes.” A local agency 

collects donations from these bins at different points in time throughout the year.  Three 
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youths photographed these bins as representations of hope.  The photograph below 

represents one respondent‟s perception of hope in regard to basic needs: 

 

 

                       
 

          Figure 4.29 Clothes and Shoes 

 

                  People need clothes and shoes. [Barry, 17] 

 

 Courtney pointed out the usefulness of Planet Aid Shoes and Clothes Bin below: 

 

Like the people that go buy some shoes, that their old shoes they don't 

want, they can put them in this bin and get them donated, and maybe they 

don't have to buy some shoes to give out their pair of shoes, so they can 

put around more of those yellow things, where you put your clothes, and 

shoes and stuff like that. [Courtney, 15] 

 

 Two other participants captured images of furniture as representations of hope: 
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       Figure 4.30 Couch 

 

                           The couch helps you to be comfortable, so that would be hope. 

[Courtney, 17] 

 

                                
 

        Figure 4.31 Bed 

 

                       A bed to sleep on at night, a place to lay your head down. [Erica, 14] 

 

           Another study participant photographed basic toiletries below: 
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  Figure 4.32 Toothbrush and Toothpaste 

 

                             Toothbrush and toothpaste, it‟s healthy. [Courtney, 17]      

   

           A means of transportation was identified by a study participant as hopeful:  

 

                           
     

    Figure 4.33 Car 

 

                              Hope is having a car, I like these cars. [Barry, 17] 

 

“Gonna Make It Mentality” 

 

 Agency is the inner capacity or mindset needed for a person to reach a specified 

outcome, or the cognitive strategies used to achieve an end.  Agency is sometimes 
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equated with “the means” to an end.  Study participants expressed a strong sense of 

agency in regard to hope, their goals, and future orientation.  Youths in the study 

possessed agentic characteristics such as perseverance and optimistic outlooks. 

Participants described hope in terms of persevering and not giving up until their ultimate 

purpose was reached.  One participant described hope and accomplishing his dreams in 

the metaphor of a struggle that he would eventually overcome: “I‟m gonna end up 

breaking through, and being free, do whatever I want to do,” [Sam, 17].  Another 

participant stated, “Doing what you need to do… not letting anything get in the way,” 

[Keisha, 16].  Mya explains below how she would achieve a task even if others doubted 

her ability: 

Like if somebody say, “You‟re never going to graduate,” you can 

be like, “All right, that‟s what y‟all are saying.”  But you‟re going 

to have hope in yourself that you keep trying, to try and prove 

them wrong. [Mya, 17] 

 

Other study participants demonstrated their tenacious spirits through symbolic 

representations in their neighborhood and the environment.  Lisa explained how a 

neighborhood gas station had been robbed on three different occasions, yet the gas station 

has been reopened after each robbery.  Lisa was surprised that the gas station was still 

open and had not moved, because most other businesses in the area with multiple 

robberies tended to leave.   The picture below is representative of “not giving up” and 

persevering despite adversity:   
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   Figure 4.34 Gas Station 

 

   People been robbing this gas station and it ain‟t closed or moved, 

           it‟s hopeful. [Lisa, 13] 

 

Lisa also demonstrated how another neighborhood landmark represented 

hopefulness and perseverance.  She told a story of how the Twin Towers caught on fire in 

the past, and had to be torn down on one side.  Lisa witnessed the renovation of the 

building and pointed out that people are now living on the other side of the building that 

had previously caught on fire.  Lisa snapped an image of the Twin Towers to tell a story 

of adversity and resilience.   
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       Figure 4.35 The Towers 

 

 …so I just feel it was hopeful, that the whole building didn‟t burn down. [Lisa, 13] 

  

One participant shared a story of his trials and tribulations experienced during his 

seventeen years of life. Adversity was weaved throughout Sam‟s life, he discussed 

struggles growing up without his father and the impact it has on him now.  Sam‟s family 

lost their apartment and was homeless for a period of time; he then experienced living in 

a shelter for several months.  Sam was placed in foster care and separated from his 

siblings for about a year following his homelessness experience.   Sam viewed himself as 

having gone through, “a lot of stuff,” but remained hopeful about his future.  Sam 

demonstrates his sheer will to thrive and persevere:  

Because like I work hard at what I do and even if I feel like giving 

up, I still don‟t.  And I try to find the best things for me and my 

family, and I try to do things a lot for them.  And also, as well as 

myself, and I know that I will achieve my goals because I‟m not a 

quitter, and I‟ve been through a lot of stuff, but that still didn‟t stop 

me.  And I‟m pretty confident and very happy as a person. [Sam, 

17] 

 

 Youths in the study anticipated that obstacles may come their way while pursuing 

their goals.  Despite any potential challenges or setbacks, all youths in the study 
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perceived that, they could bounce back and still accomplish their dreams.   Perhaps such 

challenges offer opportunities for growth and acquisition of new skills for study 

participants to tackle new feats.  Study participants possessed positive attitudes and 

dispositions about their futures.  They viewed themselves as capable in the future.  Study 

participants were able to look beyond current circumstances and see themselves as 

developing, growing, and becoming successful.  The image below represents growth and 

steady progress towards goal achievement which inspires hope: 

 

                                   
          

           Figure 4.36 Growth 

 

 It‟s big and growing and green and stuff, it‟s hopeful because it     

            growing and nobody tried to cut it down. [Lisa, 13] 
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Another participant captured a similar photo representing growth, hope, and the 

future, below:  

                                 

          Figure 4.37 Plant 

                          This is a plant it grows, so that‟s hope. [Mya, 17] 

 

Millers and Powers  (1988) define hope as, “an anticipation of a future which is 

good, based on mutuality (relationships with others), a sense of personal competence, 

coping ability, psychological well-being, purpose and meaning in life, and a sense of the 

possible” (p. 6).  Youths in the study viewed hope in terms of knowing, feeling, and 

expecting good things to happen in the future.  Hope was described as a way of knowing 

or a confidence in something positive happening in the future.  Youths in the study held 

positive beliefs that their futures held positive outcomes.  The subjective sense of hope 
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was also highlighted by study participants as a feeling that something would happen in 

the future.  Study participants demonstrated their optimism and future expectancy: 

Hope is like – hope – thinking that something‟s gonna happen… 

just thinking something‟s gonna happen.  You want something to 

happen. [Courtney, 15] 

 

…like – it depends on something that happen in positive ways…To 

me hope is like – hope can be something that you really want like 

confidence type in a positive way.  [Tommy, 14] 

 

Hope.  I think hope means like you have a good feeling that you 

can do it or like something will happen.  And like you know you 

can make it.  Or you know someone will make it.  Or you just, like 

you have a good feeling that someone will make it or that you will 

make it.  So hope means to me, the belief in what you think. 

[Allen, 16] 

 

Perceptions of Hopelessness 

 

Negative Attitudes and Beliefs 

 

 All study respondents‟ characterized negative thoughts and expectations as 

sources of hopelessness.  Several respondents viewed hopelessness as a negative attitude 

or feelings such as not caring, giving up, or not believing in positive outcomes. Two 

youths conceptualized hopelessness in contrast to negative beliefs regarding future 

orientation below: 

Hopeless means like you‟re really like, no, even if I want to do it, 

I‟m not going to do it because I don‟t feel like – I don‟t think it‟s 

going to work.    You never hope for nothing.  That‟s what 

hopelessness means to me. [Alexis, 15] 

 

I think people in life – it‟s always what they wanna be.  Because I 

know they can.  And they know they can do the same thing.  They 

just don‟t believe it yet.  They don‟t think it‟s gonna come to them. 

[Nicole, 15] 

 

    Sam photographed a flip chart utilized during a social skills group session at the NHI 

representing negative thoughts, beliefs, and emotions he related to hopelessness.  
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 Figure 4.38 On the Inside 

 

All these things build up inside of you, sometimes people hide 

things  behind a smile. [Sam, 17] 

 

Another adolescent took a photograph representing an negative attitude of not 

caring:   

  
  

 Figure 4.39 Not Caring 

 

                 The person wrote this on the board at school, that‟s hopeless. [Tonya, 13] 

 

      Courtney felt strongly that hopelessness was related to people giving up and not 

believing that their problems would be worked out.  She said, “he was like running away 
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from the light into the darkness and he was running away from all his problems thinking 

like it was not gonna work out.”  The photograph below represents hopelessness in terms 

of giving up and negative beliefs about future outcomes: 

  
  

 Figure 4.40 Walking Away 

 

        When people walk away from their problems, they are hopeless. [Courtney, 15] 

 

External Constraints 

 

All youths in the study perceived that external constraints contributed to 

hopelessness.  Many of the constraints such as poverty, crime, and violence were viewed 

as negative “forces” that youths in study consistently fought against. Study participants 

discussed their environment in terms of the “hood” and the need to escape from 

conditions that could impinge upon reaching future aspirations.  Mike commented on 

how he would like to escape the grasp of the “hood” someday, “nowadays one thing I‟m 

trying to think about is getting out of the „hood instead of staying in the “hood.”  Sam 

pointed out how external factors such as negative people and unforeseen obstacles are 

sources of hopelessness: 

 They‟d see me trying to strive for something, but I know that 

there‟s a lot of obstacles that would come my way, that I really 
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can‟t handle, or probably can, but I probably won‟t know until 

then. [Sam, 17] 

 

 Other respondents captured images in regards to perceived entrapment and being 

blocked from reaching a desired outcome.  One respondent captured an image of a doll in 

box. Perhaps this image was symbolic of hopelessness vis-à-vis perceived entrapment or 

being blocked from reaching desired outcomes: 

 

 
 

Figure 4,41 Trapped 

 

This doll is still in the box; that mean she is hopeless.  If she get out, she will have hope. 

[Mya, 17] 

 

 Mya‟s photograph displayed perceived entrapment and the inability to move 

forward or progress towards goal achievement as hopeless.  Courtney‟s statement 

supported Mya‟s expression of perceived entrapment.  She pointed out that, 

“hopelessness…it means when you stuck...like in the same place.”  Tommy held similar 
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beliefs of hopelessness as impediments towards goal achievement;  he stated, “yeah, if I 

couldn‟t – if it was something I really wanted to do and I couldn‟t do it I‟d probably get 

mad about it.”  Sam illustrated his idea of hopelessness through a symbolic photograph of 

a brick wall.  He explained that the brick wall was hopeless, because he couldn‟t go 

through it, and the wall stops him from going forward.  He told a story of being free and 

taking a journey down a path to reach his dreams, when all of sudden a brick wall appears 

and everything in his future changes.  Sam stated, “you‟re right there…and just 

everything stops you and all the change, struggles and worry and stuff all built into the 

wall and you just have to face it.”  Sam discussed times in his life when he felt he had 

met this brick wall, such as going to foster care, becoming homeless, going to a shelter, 

and not having enough clothes and food at various points throughout his life.  Sam‟s 

photograph is below: 

    

   Figure 4.42 Brick Wall 

It‟s a brick wall, you can‟t go through it, everything stops you.  You gotta 

have a ladder mind to go over the wall. [Sam, 17] 
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Negative Behaviors-Drug Use 

 

All youths in the study described involvement in negative behaviors such as drugs 

and alcohol use as hopeless.  Kazdin, Rodgers, and Colbus (1986) suggest that 

hopelessness or negative expectations toward the future are related to oneself and the 

world.  Futhermore, when hopelessness is viewed beyond a cognitive model, it is related 

to social behavior as well.  Respondents discussed negative behaviors observed in others 

related to hopelessness below: 

I‟ve got certain people in my family that‟s on drugs, so I want my 

family members to get off of drugs too.   So it‟s like – every time I 

see them, they‟re always asking for some money and I‟m looking 

like drugs really got y‟all that bad to where you have to go to the 

hospital and get doses of medicine.  So I just look at them like 

damn.  I could really do a lot with my life instead of just being 

stupid like these kids out here and stuff like that… [Mike, 14] 

 

Well, and people on drugs, like that...The only thing people really 

do in my neighborhood is like weed or something. Just like, you 

just see it like I‟ll walk by some houses like down the street, if I 

walk by, it‟s like people, you just see – like I mean on their back 

porch smoking weed or something.  You smell it and stuff.  So 

yeah, so like that.  [Allen, 16] 

 

But like some people, they‟re athletes and they‟re still smoking.  I 

don‟t see why they do it.  Like I don‟t want my lungs to be messed 

up.  When people try to fit in by smoking, it‟s just dumb. [Allen, 

16] 

 

  Other adolescents held similar beliefs about drug and alcohol use and its 

relationship to hopelessness.  Alexis stated that, “hopeless is…people who get drunk.” 

Chris suggested that, “drugs destroy neighborhoods.”  Barry pointed out that the 

neighborhood was hopeless because of “too many drugs.” 

The photo below captures hopeless behaviors of an older sibling as described by 

one study participant: 
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    Figure 4.43 Negative Choices 

 

It‟s my older brother and they‟re on the computer I guess listening to 

“gansta” music. They‟re smokin‟, you see the smoke? Hopeless because 

like, I don‟t‟ know they do it, they know it could hurt them or whatever. 

It‟s hopeless to see them do it all the time, everybody doing it get a big 

negative impact, thinking it‟s cool and it‟s not.  [Sam, 17] 

 

            Another study participant captured an image of a bottle of alcohol as a 

representation of hopelessness: 

 

               

  Figure 4.44 Alcohol 

                     People shouldn‟t drink, it‟s hopeless. [Mya, 17] 
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One study participant identified gambling as a negative behavior that is a catalyst 

for hopelessness: 

                  

      Figure 4.45 Dice 

 It‟s bad to gamble, see the dice on the box? [Mya, 17] 

 

 Mike remarked how shooting dice and gun violence are associated with 

hopelessness: 

That‟s hopeless… they‟re on the porch shooting dice and just got 

guns everywhere.  Y‟all are crazy.  [Mike, 14] 

   

The Environment- Community Violence 

 

Economically impoverished neighborhoods and communities are often 

characterized by physical and social disorder, drug and alcohol use, unemployment, 

limited public services, and crime and victimization (Bolland et al., 2005). 

Overwhelmingly youths in the study linked hopelessness to neighborhood violence and 

gangs.  All youths in the study identified community violence (specifically gang-related 

violence) as a source of hopelessness.  Tommy explained that gang violence was hopeless 

and had a negative  impact on everyone.  He makes efforts to avoid socializing with peers 
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who are involved in gangs.  Tommy has lost several peers and relatives to shootings and 

related gang violence.  Interestingly, Tommy pointed out that he enjoys the winter 

months more than the summer months.  Upon further exploration, Tommy revealed that, 

“the winter is quieter, nobody is outside arguing and fighting, and you don‟t hear the 

shooting as much.”  Tommy discussed his problem with gang violence below: 

With the – some places it depends because they got Bloods and 

Crips so if you in a Crip neighborhood and you‟re wearing red 

they‟ll sometimes look at you wrong…a guy…He got killed in one 

of the houses over there over at Cutler. [Tommy, 14] 
 

That‟s sad.  Because it‟s dumb stuff.  Nobody shouldn‟t be killing 

somebody over a color.  For real, for I don‟t even know why they – 

I don‟t know who told her the gangs or whatever but to me it‟s 

stupid.  I don‟t like it, it‟s just retarded.  People getting their lives 

taken over something stupid. [Tommy, 14] 

 

Tony stated that, “hopeless means like stupid stuff like gangs…the gang members, 

shooting, yeah that‟s a problem.”  Nicole remarked, “Like, this is a house… and across 

from there is a lot of gangbangers and stuff.  And they shoot guns.  Another youth 

captured a photograph of graffiti on a building depicting gang tags.”   

 
 

Figure 4.46 Graffiti 

  

             That‟s a gang sign on the building, people die because of gangs. [Alexis, 15] 



120 

 Youths also perceived hopelessness as violence, specifically shootings in their 

neighborhood.  According to the study participants, gun shots commonly ring throughout 

their neighborhood. Some participants also felt vulnerable to becoming victims of gun 

violence: 

No, nothing but me being scared that a bullet might hit me.  I think 

about that.  But other than that, nothing. [Alexis, 15] 

 

 Like when I hear people outside yelling, acting dumb sometimes.  

Like if I hear gun shots at the middle of the night. [Erica, 13] 

 

. There‟s a lot of people dying. And like a lot of people are getting 

shot over stupid stuff. [Lisa, 13] 

 

You get shot for wearing the wrong color. [Barry, 15] 

 

I‟ve been in riots, I‟ve watched shootouts.  I watched my godfather 

get his brains blown out.  [Mike, 14] 

 

Environment-“Ecological Eyesores” 

 

Photographs taken by the study participants portraying hopelessness were largely 

associated with neighborhood ecology. Ten youths in the study captured images of trash 

and litter as representations of hopelessness. Tonya told a story of how was walking to 

school one morning through a dark field near her home and came across a glass bottle.  

She explained that she almost stepped on the bottle and that she could have been hurt.  

Tonya went on to discuss problems that litter poses to safety in the community.  Broken 

glass is often sprinkled around the neighborhood in abandoned lots, the streets, and even 

parks, which pose potential hazards. Tonya photographed one such potential hazard 

below: 
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 Figure 4.47 Glass Bottle 

 

     I took a picture of this on my way of school, I almost stepped on it. [Tonya, 15] 

 

Tonya captured another image of hopelessness below: 

  

                   
 

      Figure 4.48 Juice Box 

 

               Somebody threw a juice box on the ground. [Tonya, 13] 

 

 Other youths held similar views regarding hopelessness and its connection to 

trash and litter in the neighborhood: 
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   Figure 4.49 Trash Can 

  

                    This trash can is nasty, so this is hopeless.  [Barry, 17]                    

                 

 Nicole viewed trash as being the catalyst for mice that are often found running 

through their homes and neighborhoods.   She state, “this is hopeless…right here, that‟s 

like not cute how they throwing stuff and like they don‟t pick it up.  They just leave it 

there until they feel like picking it up, that‟s nasty.”  Nicole captured the image below: 
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  Figure 4.50 Litter 

 

            “This trash in not cute, how they be throwing stuff and don‟t pick it up” [Nicole, 

15] 

 

Nicole also pointed out the malodorous effects of trash cans in the neighborhoods: 

 

                        
 

  Figure 4.51 Bad Smell 

 

                     These trash cans stink every time you walk past them. [Nicole, 15] 

 

Other study participants captured images of trash in their homes as 

representations of hopelessness.  
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   Figure 4.52 Stuffed Can 

 

                 This is trash, it‟s hopeless, you can‟t do nothing with it. [Mya, 17] 

 

 Lisa explained that the basement of her home was full of trash junk and trash 

which represents hopelessness below:                   
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   Figure 4.53 Stuff 

 

   We been in this house for fifteen years, it‟s hopeless „cause  

                        stuff is everywhere. [Lisa, 17] 

 

 The Mt. Vernon neighborhood is plagued with run-down abandoned properties.  

These properties are boarded up and tagged with gang graffiti.  Respondents 

photographed images of abandoned and dilapidated properties as hopelessness: 

 

                              
 

      Figure 4.54 Abandoned Building 

 

                  That‟s hopeless, because they should fix this house. [Alexis, 15] 
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 Mya captured the image of an abandoned building next door to her home below: 

 

                             
   

      Figure 4.55 Boarded Up 

 

                  This house is abandoned, nobody lives there.  [Mya, 17] 

 

Barry held sentiments regarding abandoned property in the neighborhood: 

 

                   
 

      Figure 4.56 Abandoned Property 

 

                                 They need to tear this down. [Barry, 17] 

 

  Another study participant photographed a park near her home that had been 

vandalized which represented hopelessness.  Tonya stated, “this is my park…probably 
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somebody spray painted on it and somebody broke the swings, like actually cut the swing 

that‟s why they‟re broken.” 

                    
 

       Figure 4.57 Spray Painted 

 

                   Why would somebody spray paint the park sign? [Tonya, 13] 

  

 Tonya also photographed a broken swing at a park near home representing 

hopelessness: 

 

                      
 

         Figure 4.58 Swing 

 

                 Somebody actually cut the swing, they‟re broken. [Tonya, 13] 

 

 



128 

 

Summary 

 

          Data gathered from in-depth interviews and photographs taken by research 

participants resulted in five emergent themes regarding the perceptions of hope among 

impoverished African American adolescents.  Perceptions of hope generated five themes:  

(1) Caring Connections; (2) Education (3) Spirituality (4) “The Basics” and (5) “Gonna 

Make it Mentality.”  Perceptions of hopelessness generated four themes and two 

subthemes: (1) Negative Attitudes and Beliefs; (2) External Constraints (3) Negative 

Behaviors; and (4) Environmental Factors- subthemes were (a) violence and (b) 

“ecological eyesores.”  A discussion of these themes are presented in the next chapter.    
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter discusses the study‟s findings in regards to the research questions 

and provides implications for social work practice, education, and research.  The primary 

purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of hope and hopelessness among 

impoverished African American adolescents.  This writer implemented grounded theory 

and photovoice as data collection techniques to guide in-depth interviews and for 

generation of photographs by study participants.  The sample for this study was 

comprised of 16 African American adolescents residing in a low-income neighborhood of 

Columbus, Ohio.  Respondent‟s perceptions are utilized to define and understand the 

meaning assigned to the constructs hope and hopelessness.   

Perceptions of Hope generated four themes: (1) Caring Connections; (2) Education; (3) 

Spirituality; (4) “The Basics” (5) and “Gonna Make It Mentality.”  Perceptions of 

hopelessness generated four themes and two subthemes: (1) Negative Attitudes and 

Beliefs; (2) External Constraints (3) Negative Behaviors; (4) and Environmental Factors, 

subthemes were (a) violence and (b) “ecological eyesores.” 

 The next section discusses the major themes of the study in relation to answering 
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the following research questions: 1) How do low-income African American adolescent 

perceive and experience hope? 2) How do low-income African American adolescents 

think about goals, future orientation, and hope? 3) How do low-income African American 

adolescents perceive and experience hopelessness? 

How do Low-Income African American Adolescents Perceive and Experience 

Hope? 

Caring Connections 

Interpersonal relationships were regarded highly among research participants.  All 

study participants identified nuclear family members, extended family members, 

teachers, NHI staff, peers, neighbors, and other significant individuals as sources of hope, 

support, motivation, and role models for goal attainment.  Hill (1972) offered a widely 

used framework for describing the strengths of African American families.  These five 

strengths include: (1) strong kinship bonds; (2) strong work orientation; (3) adaptability 

of family roles; (4) high achievement orientation; and (5) strong religious orientation.  

Respondents highlighted the influence of their family in regards to encouraging and 

promoting their future successes.  Youths discussed pro-social behaviors transmitted 

from family members that contribute to success including listening to parents, obeying 

rules, doing chores, thinking positive, being respectful, and completing homework. All 

participants emphasized the support received from family members and significant others 

as hopeful.  Jarrett (1995) identified family ties and kinship as a protective factor that 

serves to provide youths broader opportunities, exposure, care, and resources.   

Majority of the study participants (15 of 16) identified nuclear family, extended 

family members, peers and community figures as models of success.  Possible selves 
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theory supports the perceptions of the youths in regards to becoming what others have 

already become.  Markus and Nurius (1986) suggest that possible selves are directly 

related to social comparisons of oneself to others.  An individual‟s thoughts, feelings, 

characteristics and behaviors are contrasted with notable others in the development of 

possible selves.  Youths in the study envisioned themselves becoming what significant 

others had already become.   

Education 

 Findings from the interviews and photographs taken by study participants 

indicated that success in academic endeavors contributed to feelings of hopefulness.  All 

study participants discussed or captured images related to academic success. Respondents 

photographed images such as graduation caps, achievement certificates, school mascots, 

graded assignments and studious peers as reflections of hope.  Youths believe that getting 

good grades, graduating from high school, and attending college were necessary for 

achieving their dreams.  One of the respondents stated, “…I had hope when I got a “A” 

on my test” [Erica,13].  These results are consistent with other studies examining hope 

and educational pursuits of young people.  Research studies indicate that successful goal 

pursuit, such academic achievement yields positive emotions in individuals (Synder et al., 

2000; Snyder, 2002).   In another study, increased levels of hope were associated with 

student-directed and goal-orientated academic instruction (Westburg & Martin, 2003).  

Youths in this study experienced feelings of hopefulness when success in academic 

endeavors was achieved.  Study participants identified poor school performance as a 

barrier to achieving career goals.  When asked about barriers to achieving one study 

participant stated, “like if I don‟t go to school or if I don‟t get my grades up, or something 
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like that” [Courtney, 15].  Bernat (2009) examined the relationship between minority 

adolescents‟ connection between their schools and hope, optimism, and success.  One 

important finding from the study revealed that male and female adolescents in school-

based settings were optimistic about their futures and held strong beliefs in themselves.  

Additionally, such youths believed that their school was a place where teachers cared, 

showed support, and encouraged them to become better individuals.  Youths in the 

current study held similar sentiments in regards to views about their schools.  Study 

participants believed that education would serve as the catalyst through which future 

aspirations would be met.   

Spirituality 

Spirituality has been identified by various writers as a strength and protective 

factor for African American families (Hill, 1972; Logan, 2001; Haight, 1998).  Moreover, 

the Black Church is one of the primary institutional foundations in the Black community 

(Rubin & Billingsley, 1994).   Ten of sixteen respondents described spirituality as a 

source of hope.  Study participants discussed how family members used prayer and 

attending church as means of maintaining hopefulness.  More notably, respondents 

verbalized and produced images of how spirituality serves as a source of hope in their 

own lives.  For example, youths produced images of churches, angels, and Jesus as 

depictions of hope.  Research studies indicate that spiritual involvement is a meaningful 

indicator of academic success among African American students (Toldson & Anderson, 

2010; Sanders, 1998; Blau, 1981). Manning, Cornelius, and Okundaye (2004) examined 

the important role of spirituality in the lives of African Americans.  Results suggested 

that African Americans viewed the church as a resource and coping.  Additionally, such 
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individuals often participate in activities that reinforce their belief in God.  Moreover, 

faith was viewed as a mechanism for overcoming difficult or stressful situations.  Youths 

in the current study perceived that activities such as prayer and attending church gave 

them hope and would assist them in reaching their future goals.  A distinct finding of 

spirituality in regards to hope for adolescents in the study was related to protection.  

Several youths remarked that Jesus, God, and angels were watching over them and 

offered a source of protection.  Youths in the study discussed concerns about 

neighborhood crime, violence, and particularly shootings.  All youths in the study 

personally knew individuals who had been victims of shooting violence.  A belief in God 

serves as an important source of protection in environments that are potentially volatile, 

unpredictable, dangerous, and which youths and their families have little control over.    

“The Basics” 

Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, and Klebanov (1994) acknowledge that poverty is 

associated with diminished access to basic needs for survival.  A new and unique finding 

of this study on low-income African American adolescents is that hope is connected to 

“basic needs.”  Respondents experienced hope through having access to food, clothing, 

shoes, shelter, toiletries, and transportation.  A review of the literature yielded no related 

studies with similar findings regarding impoverished African American youths‟ 

conceptualizations of hope as described above.  One study found that providing basic 

needs was often recognized as a challenge among care givers of African American 

adolescents.  Stinson (2010) utilized photovoice to explore low-income African 

American grandparent‟s perceptions of raising their grandchildren.  Study findings 

revealed that grandparents often experience challenges with providing basic needs for 
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their grandchildren.  Photographs were taken of bare refrigerators, foodstamp cards, and 

utility “shut off” notices which represented their struggle to provide food and other basic 

needs for their families.   

How do Low-Income African American Adolescents Think About Goals and 

Future Orientation?  

“Gonna Make It Mentality” 

Study participants conceptualizations of hope were consistent with basic tenets of 

Hope Theory.  Hope Theory defines hope as “a positive motivational state that is based 

on an interactively derived sense of successful (a) agency (goal-directed energy), and (b) 

pathways (planning to meet goals)” (Snyder, Ivring, & Anderson, 1991, p.287).  More 

specifically, “agency involves the mental energy to begin and continue using a pathway 

through all stages of the goal pursuit.” (Synder, 1998, p.421).    High hope individuals 

tend to utilize self-talk agency statements such as, “I can do this,” and “I am not going to 

be stopped.” (Synder, 1998, p. 421).  Study respondents maintained a high sense of 

successful agency and implemented self-talk agency.  Erica demonstrated her sheer 

determination in plans to achieve her ultimate career goals: 

 Because I put in effort to it, like I‟ll never give up because I wanna be  a  

 pediatrician really bad, so I‟m not gonna give up on it. [Erica, 13] 

 

African American adolescents in this study were hopeful about their futures and 

expected positive outcomes in their goal attainment.  Respondents were aware of 

potential barriers that could impede their progress towards achieving personal goals, but 

held positive beliefs that such barriers could be overcome with perseverance.  This 

finding is consistent with other studies, suggesting that perceived obstacles do no not 
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necessarily lower levels of hope in minority adolescents (Chang & Banks, 2007; Roesch, 

2010).  

How do Low-Income African American Adolescents Perceive and Experience 

Hopelessness? 

Negative Attitude and Beliefs 

Respondents defined hopelessness in terms of negative beliefs or attitudes 

regarding the outcome of events.  Negative attitudes and beliefs were associated with 

behaviors such as, “giving up,” or “not trying.” An attitude of “not caring” was also 

identified as hopelessness.  Similar to the respondents definition; Kazdin (1986) defined 

hopelessness as negative expectations toward the future.  Youths believed that negative 

thinking was a major source of hopelessness that could ultimately interfere with goal 

attainment.    An example of negative thinking related to hopelessness follows below: 

Hopeless means like you‟re really like, no, even if I want to do it, I‟m not 

going to do it because I don‟t feel like – I don‟t think it‟s going to work.  

Looking, basically putting yourself down, looking down… [Alexis, 15] 

 

Bolland et al., (2005) suggested that poverty is related to perceived feelings of 

failure and predicts hopelessness, yet many individuals residing in low-income 

neighborhoods do not succumb to feelings of hopelessness.  Similar to findings in the 

current study, low-income African American adolescents perceived hopelessness in terms 

of negative attitudes and beliefs about themselves and the future.  However, study 

participants did not succumb to feelings of hopelessness and remained optimistic about 

their future possibilities.   
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External Constraints 

Another way study participants viewed hopelessness was in regards to external 

constraints that impinged upon upward mobility or progress towards goal achievement. 

Perceived entrapment regarding negative external circumstances was described by study 

participants as a source of hopelessness.  One respondent photographed a picture of a doll 

and commented that, “this doll is still in the box; that mean she is hopeless…if she get, 

she will have hope” [Mya, 17].  Other participants perceived hopelessness as being stuck 

in the same place, or being stopped by outside forces from reaching desired goals. These 

findings are consistent with previous research examining residents of impoverished 

neighborhoods. Individuals residing in low-income communities may be at increased risk 

for feelings of powerlessness and the inability to escape poor social conditions (Bolland, 

et al., 2005; Durant et al., 1995).   

One study examining hopelessness in inner-city youths found that external 

constraints were related to negative perceptions regarding opportunities for future 

employment (Gibbs and Bankhead, 2000).  Youths in the study believed that external 

forces such as economic stagnation, residential segregation, high poverty rates, and lack 

of access to job resources would possibly interfere with them becoming employed.  

Consistent with findings from the current study, youths believed that hopelessness was 

related to being blocked from achieving a particular outcome.  While other studies 

findings have been consistent with this research, the current study is unique in 

ascertaining the perceptions of hopelessness among low-income African American 

adolescents through photographs.  Abstract photographs taken by study participants 



137 

representing external constraints allowed them an alternative method to express feelings 

such as entrapment.   

Negative Behaviors 

Poverty, single-parent families, high mobility, and limited job opportunities often 

result in the emergence of illegal activities such as gambling, prostitution, extortion, theft, 

and drug distribution as means to secure income (Elliot et al., Wilson, 1987).  Participants 

in the current study indicated that involvement in such negative behaviors represented 

hopelessness.  Study respondents overwhelming (13 of 16 respondents) identified drug 

and alcohol use as precursors of experiencing hopelessness.  Other negative behaviors 

such as fighting, gang involvement, and gambling were also viewed as elements of 

hopeless. Other studies support this research finding. Bolland, Lian, and Formichella 

(2005) found that youths living in economically impoverished neighborhoods are at risk 

for becoming engaged in substance abuse, violent behavior, and sexual intercourse at an 

early age. Drummond, Bolland, & Harris (2011) suggest that among low-income African 

American adolescent, hopelessness is associated with risk behaviors such as gang 

involvement, fighting, and carrying a weapon.   

The Environment 

Violence 

Adolescents of color growing up in poverty face a number of challenges such as 

violence, crime, and gangs.  All study participants identified neighborhood violence as a 

source of hopelessness. Several respondents remarked that “noise” is related to 

hopelessness.  The youths pointed out that arguments and gun shots often make the 

environment noisy.  Two youths particularly enjoy the winter months as a result of 
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decreased noise levels. The youths indicated that cold weather keeps people inside 

resulting in less arguing and shooting.   Study respondents are concerned about their 

safety in being getting caught in gun fire, particularly male respondents.  All males 

(seven in total) commented on the issue of safety and gun violence.  Several research 

studies have found that hopelessness among low-income minority adolescents is related 

to exposure to violence (Bolland et al., 2001; Durant et al., 1995; Woods, 1995; Durant, 

1994).  Grant et al., (2005) pointed out that exposure to community violence increases the 

likelihood of poor African Adolescents experiencing internalizing and negative feelings. 

These studies support the findings of the current study that research participants‟ 

perceptions of hopelessness is related to violent exposure.   

The Environment 

Ecological Eyesores 

Study respondents identified boarded up and dilapidated properties as sources of 

hopelessness.  All respondents captured images of litter and trash as representations of 

hopelessness.  Participants described how people in the neighborhood litter by throwing 

most anything on the ground, rather than disposing of items in the trash.  Participants also 

photographed trash in other locations such as their homes and schools.  Graffiti was 

identified as contributing to hopelessness among the youths, specifically gang-related 

graffiti.  McIntyre (2000) explored how low-income African American youths construct 

meaning about violence, school, and community using photovoice.  Youths in the study 

identified violence, drugs, guns, and litter as inhibiting their community life.  Notably, 

study participants photographed images of trash similar to photographs taken by 

respondents in the current study.  Bolland, Lian, and Formichella (2005) found that 
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hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents is associated with the 

neighborhood context.  Neighborhood ecology issues elated litter, graffiti, landscaping 

and abandoned property were thought to contribute to risk behavior and hopelessness 

among such youths.   

Implications for Social Work Practice 

Social work practitioners working with children and adolescents should consider 

alternative methods for understanding experiences of such populations.  Photovoice 

involves the use of technology and allows youth participants to capture images of what is 

deemed important and provides practitioners the “insider perspective.”  This method can 

also be utilized with children and adolescents to explore sensitive or difficult to discuss 

topics.  For example, during the initial round of interviews, few respondents commented 

about “basic needs” representing hope.  However, the second round of photographic 

interviews was saturated with images of “basic needs” items.  Each of the ten respondents 

who returned their camera captured images of items such as food, clothing, shoes, and 

shelter as “basic needs.”  Photographs allowed participants to expand their perceptions of 

hope, which provided a richer understanding of hope.   

This study contributes to the research literature by expanding the constructs of 

hope and hopelessness.  Traditional constructs of hope and hopelessness have been 

limited to cognitive processes related to goal attainment and future orientation.  This 

study broadens the construct of hope to include relationships with significant others, 

basic needs being met, academic success, and spirituality.  Implications for social work 

practitioners are identified for each area.  Respondents in the study rely heavily on family 

and significant others for support and often perceive these individuals as contributing to 
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perceived hopefulness. Social work practitioners should assume a collective approach 

when working with low-income adolescents.  Intervening with low-income families to 

help instill hope may very well promote hopefulness among children and adolescents 

residing in such families.  Identifying specific factors that contribute to perceptions of 

hope and hopelessness among family members could serve as a catalyst for 

empowerment and progressive change.  Significant others such as family members, 

teachers, and community workers served as successful role models for low-income 

youths in the study.   

Educational attainment was identified by study participants as a source of 

hopefulness and a catalyst for achieving future goals. All study participants envisioned 

themselves completing high school and moving on to post-secondary education. Since 

study participants rely on close relationships and significant other as sources hope and 

role models, it is important to enlist such individuals as potential “possible selves” in 

regards to the youths educational and career development.  Social work practitioners 

could benefit from establishing partnerships with  individuals who serve as “possible 

selves,”  particularly in the area of developing and achieving career goals.  Low-income 

minority youths may very well desire to achieve career aspirations of becoming teachers, 

doctors, and lawyers as reported in this study; however, hopeful thinking about attaining 

such goals simply is not enough.  Such youths need support along their academic and 

career pathways.  This support should be in the form of career guided mentorship, which 

elicits the assistance of supportive others or professionals with careers in fields of interest 

as identified by youths.  Social work practitioners could serve as brokers for such youths 
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to assist them in gaining exposure to various occupations and to acquire an achievable 

pathway for success, which further promotes hope.   

Social workers should properly assess for the role that faith and spirituality may 

serve in promoting hopefulness among low-income African American adolescents and 

their families.  Social workers should be knowledgeable regarding specific faith-based, 

spiritual, or religious practices implemented by such families. Adolescents and their 

families that identify faith and spirituality as a source of hope should be encouraged to 

draw upon such coping mechanisms in times of hardship and wellbeing.  Moreover, 

identifying and developing partnerships with faith-based organizations may provide 

additional sources of support for youths and their families.   

Maslow (1954) proposed a hierarchy of basic needs important for human growth 

and development.  The first tier of the hierarchy includes essential needs such as air, 

food, clothing, shelter, and  water.  Accordingly, if these needs go unmet, individuals 

may not progress to higher levels of growth, development, and potential (Frances & 

Leonard, 2011; Hamel, Leclerc, & Lefrancois, 2003; Maslow, 1954).  Youths in the study 

identified “basic needs” that were perceived as fostering hope.  Social workers must help 

to ensure that “basic needs” of children, adolescents and their families are satisfied.  

Without food, clothing, and shelter, low-income youths may find it challenging to ponder 

about their futures.   

Study participants maintained an optimistic outlook on life and their futures. 

Youths in the study held a strong sense of determination to reach their goals despite any 

potential challenges, barriers, or setbacks.  Social workers should capitalize on this 

strength and re-affirm the youths ability to “make it” despite the odds.   
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Youths in the study perceived hopelessness in regards to negative attitudes and 

beliefs about the future.  Social workers should make efforts to assess low-income 

adolescent‟s beliefs about their futures.  Negative attitudes and beliefs should be explored 

and understood from the viewpoint of the youths.  Perhaps cognitive strategies in positive 

self-talk, and daily affirmations could benefit low-income African American adolescents 

in maintaining hopefulness.  Study participants also perceived hopelessness in their 

external constraints.  Social workers can play an instrumental role in assisting adolescents 

in identifying and developing strategies to overcome potential barriers to goal 

achievement.  Low income African American adolescents may also benefit from 

exposure trips designed to expose youths to elements beyond their neighborhood.   

This study expands the construct of hopelessness beyond the scope of individual 

ideas about negative expectations for the future.  The participants in this study experience 

hopelessness largely due to the impact of negative community factors such as violence, 

crime, litter, graffiti, and gangs. Hopelessness was also perceived in regards to negative 

thoughts and behaviors such as drug use and gang involvement. Community-based 

interventions such as “community clean- up” day may serve as a ways to help dissipate 

perceptions of hopelessness of African American adolescents. Furthermore, providing 

parks, recreation areas and clean, safe places for African American adolescent to 

socialize may guard against hopelessness.  Social workers could take active stances with 

city officials to assist families in neighborhood beautification projects to help reduce the 

number of blighted properties and abandoned properties. Gang prevention programs may 

be helpful in reducing the number of young people who gangs.  More specifically, social 

workers can serve an instrumental an role in identifying attributes and negotiation skills 
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of young males that do not join gangs.  These factors can be utilized to develop anti-gang 

involvement programs for low-income African American adolescents.   Likewise, social 

workers can design and implement similar programs that address prevention of risky 

behaviors such as drug and alcohol use. 

Implications for Social Work Research 

When working with low-income African American families, it is imperative to 

use culturally appropriate and sensitive practice methods and models.  Increasingly, 

qualitative research is being utilized by researchers to develop culturally competent 

evidence-based practice (Kazdin, 2008; Silverstein & Auerbach, 2009).  Silverstein and 

Auerback (2009) suggested that differences between clients and service providers often 

present major barriers to treatment, which results in the need for improvements in 

culturally competent practice.  Silverstein and Auerback (2009) identified two central 

issues to developing culturally competent evidenced based practice including: 

a) The” top down” approach, which places emphasis on the fact that evidenced 

based practice treatment models are developed by “experts.”  This view 

minimizes the subjective experiences of the individuals the model is 

attempting to help.  Subjective experiences between groups may vary greatly, 

which perpetuates the unequal power balance of marginalized groups.   

b) The “just-add-culture-and-stir” attempts to adapt treatment models developed 

for one cultural group to the treatment of other groups.  This approach 

assumes that the context that constructs the independent, dependent, and 

mediating variables affect people‟s lives in similar ways.  Knowing 
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beforehand the independent variables relevant to cultural context of one group 

may not necessarily translate well to the cultural context of a different group.   

Qualitative research addresses the “top down” issue, recognizing that individuals 

are experts on their own lives (Silverstein & Auerback 2009).  This particular study 

combined constructivist grounded theory and photovoice methods to allow research 

participants to construct meaning about hope and hopelessness. Youths in the study serve 

as experts on their own lives and provide the context in which they view hope and 

hopelessness.   

Results of this study provide other important implications for social work 

reserach.  Social work practitioners must understand the cultural and environmental 

context of clients, and allow clients to be experts of their own lives.  Also, social work 

practitioners should move beyond adapting traditional theoretical models to “fit” diverse 

populations.  Theoretical models grounded and developed with diverse groups may 

reduce cultural barriers between practitioner and client.  For example, Afrocentric 

theoretical models account for “collectivity,” and collective experiences that shape 

individuals perceptions (Schiele, 1996).  Community problems and negative behaviors of 

others impinge upon the hopefulness of study participants.   Afrocentric models also 

account for spirituality and acknowledge subjective feelings as being valid.   

This study was grounded in a social constructivist framework, which 

complements theoretical models such as the Afrocentric Paradigm.  Social constructivism 

is congruent with constructs that compose the social work profession including; the 

importance of the clients‟ perception regarding the nature of reality and the importance of 

context in the assessment of human emotion, cognition and behavior (Goldstein, 1990; 
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Furman, Jackson, Downy, & Shears, 2003).  Social constructivists argue against the 

notion that an objective, external reality is captured apart from the context in which it is 

socially viewed, understood and constructed (Mahoney, 1995).    

The constructivist perspective heavily considers the stories or perceptions of 

reality as experienced by an individual or family (Furman, et al, 2003).  More 

specifically, with cross culturally clinical practice, the client‟s worldview is taken into 

account (Greene, Jensen, & Jones 1996; Ibrahim, 1985).  The Afrocentric Paradigm and 

the Constructivist Perspective offer a unique framework for practice with African 

American adolescents.  Both perspectives allow the clinician to view the client within her 

own context.  Knowledge about the client‟s culture, norms, values, and experiences help 

to facilitate the therapeutic process, which in turn empowers clients and motivates 

change.  

Implications for Social Work Education 

 Much consideration has been given to cultural sensitivity and cultural diversity in 

the areas of social work education.  Cultural sensitivity, however, has often been limited 

to adapting theoretical models or existing practice models to suit people of color, with an 

emphasis on racism.  This study in particular addressed issues associated with cultural 

sensitivity and culturally diversity.  Although previous measures for hope and 

hopelessness exist, such measures may not have captured important culturally specific 

aspects of hope and hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents.  For 

example, adolescents in the current study identified hopefulness in regards to having 

“basic needs” met.  Since hope is not a universal experience, it is important not to pre-

define what hope means to all people.  
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  Instead of solely adapting theoretical models to fit populations of color in the 

classroom, social work educators should include models that are culturally relevant and 

offer a “ground-up” approach to understanding certain phenomenon among diverse 

groups of people.  Schiele (1996) suggests that, “failure to use the cultural values of 

people of color in developing new models can viewed as an implicit expression of 

Western ethnocentrism, or the belief that Eurocentric values are the only values that can 

explain behavior and should be the basis for solving people‟s problem” (p.284).   

Applying primarily Eurocentric theoretical and practice models to populations of color 

suggests that such individuals share the values of the dominant culture. 

 One important theoretical perspective that can be utilized when examining low-

income African American adolescents is the Afrocentric paradigm.  The Afrocentric 

Paradigm gives particular attention to African American values and culture, which are 

important when educating future practitioners in culturally competent practice. 

 The primary objectives of the Afrocentric Paradigm are as follows: 

(1) It seeks to promote an alternative social science paradigm more reflective of 

the cultural and political reality of African Americans. 

(2) It seeks to dispel the negative distortions about people of African ancestry by 

legitimizing and disseminating a worldview that goes back thousands of years 

and that exists in the hearts and minds of many people of African descent 

today. 

(3) It seeks to promote a worldview that will facilitate human and societal 

transformation toward spiritual, moral, and humanistic ends and that will 
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persuade people of different cultural and ethnic groups that they share a 

mutual interest in this regard (Carruthers, 1981; Diop, 1978) 

The Afrocentric paradigm offers three assumptions about human beings which 

include: 

(1) Human identity is a collective identity- individual identity is viewed as 

a fluid and interconnected way uniquely expressing a collective or 

group ethos, with an emphasis on sharing, cooperation, and social 

responsibility (Daly et al., 1995; Kambon, 1992; Martin & Martin, 

1985). 

(2) The spiritual or nonmaterial component of human beings is just as 

important and valid as the material component- the invisible universal 

substance that connects all human beings to each other and to a 

Creator or a Supreme Being.  The soul is considered a vital part of 

social inquiry and is not limited to directly observable or quantifiable 

phenomena (Schiele, 1995).   

(3) The affective approach to knowledge is epistemologically valid- 

feelings and emotions are viewed as valid source of knowing.  

Thoughts and feelings are interconnected are represent the most direct 

experience on of self (Akbar, 1984; Asante,1988; Bell et al., 1990; 

Boykin & Toms, 1985; Dixon, 1976; Everett et al., 1991; Harris, 1992; 

Kambon, 1992; Myers, 1988; Nobles, 1980; & Schiele, 1990).   

Both the Afrocentric Paradigm and the Social Constructivist Perspective 

(presented in the methods section of this paper) seek to adopt the clients‟ “worldview.”  
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Constructivism is concerned with the client‟s perception regarding the nature of reality 

and the importance of context in the assessment of human emotion, cognition and 

behavior (Goldstien, 1990; Furman et al., 2003).  Likewise, the Afrocentric Paradigm 

heavily emphasizes the affective approach to knowledge as being epistemologically 

valid, and feelings and emotions are viewed as a valid source of knowing (Schiele, 1990).  

Additionally, ethnic and cultural heritage are key components in constructing reality for 

constructionists (Greene, 1996).  Afrocentrists demonstrate a concern for recognizing 

one‟s culture and values as well.   

The Afrocentric Paradigm acknowledges the importance of collectivity, 

spirituality, and subjective experiences as being valid for African American people.  As 

demonstrated in this study, participants relied heavily upon connections with significant 

others as a means of maintaining hope.  Likewise, spirituality was also identified as a 

source of hope among study participants.  Most important, the Afrocentric Paradigm 

accounts for subjective experiences for being real and valid.  This study provided 

subjective insights regarding experiences of hope and hopelessness among low-income 

African American adolescents.  Future implications for social work research are 

discussed in the following section. 

 Future Research 

The current study examined perceptions hope and hopelessness among low-

income African American adolescents.  This study differed from other studies in its 

unique approach of inquiry.  Grounded theory and photovoice methods were utilized to 

better understand the constructs of hope and hopelessness among low-income African 

American adolescents.   Future studies examining this phenomenon should expand the 
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current study by examining hope and hopelessness among families and caregivers of such 

adolescents.  Findings from this study suggest that low-income African American 

adolescents experience hope though interpersonal relationships; therefore, it is important 

to understand how families and caregivers perceive and experience hope and 

hopelessness.    An understanding of how such individuals experience and perceive may 

provide important clues for transmitting hope to youths and the broader community.    

It is also important to better understand how various minority groups perceive and 

experience hope and hopelessness, since culture is connected to meaning assigned to such 

constructs. Research with other marginalized groups may also be beneficial for enhancing 

cultural competence among service providers of diverse groups.  Research methods that 

provide alternative strategies for accessing data such as photovoice, gives voice to those 

who have been historically marginalized, oppressed, and discriminated against.       

 The current study utilized a modified photovoice method.  Future studies should 

fully integrate this participatory action research method (PAR).  PAR approaches utilize a 

collective a manner in which to investigate an issue or constructs such as hope and 

hopelessness.  Individuals in such studies have the opportunity to engage in self-

reflection to assign personal meaning to specific issues or problems.  One of the most 

intriguing aspects of PAR is the research participant‟s ability to select and take collective 

action to address a specific problem (McIntyre, 2008).   PAR places research participants 

as the experts on their own lives, issues, and problems.  Additionally, research 

participants have the opportunity to take action towards addressing issues through self-

selected measures and strategies.   
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Conclusion 

 This study utilized in-depth interviews and photography to better understand the 

perspectives, culture, and lived experiences of low-income African American adolescents 

in regard to hope and hopelessness. Participant photographs support, augment, and 

illustrate the perspectives of adolescents in this study (Freeman & Mathison, 2009).  

Chapter 1 highlighted major concerns that poverty presents for low-income African 

American adolescents.  For example, high poverty environments tend to propel feelings 

of feelings of hopelessness, powerlessness, depression, and high levels of stress among 

such youths.  Young people impacted by poverty may have fewer chances for accessing 

upward mobility through educational and career related ventures.    

 Chapter 2 provided a framework for examining the constructs of hope and 

hopelessness among low-income African American adolescents.  The literature review 

offered insights in regards to understanding specific risk and protective factors held by 

low-income African American adolescents.  More important, the review of the literature 

revealed that few studies have examined the perceptions of hope and hopelessness among 

poor African American adolescents.   The literature review served as a guide for 

developing relevant interview schedule questions for this study in regards to ascertaining 

perceptions of hope and hopelessness.  

  Since children and adolescents have not historically co-constructed research, this 

study was designed to address this issue.  Chapter 3 provided rationale for utilizing a 

combined  grounded theory and photovoice research methodology.  This study explored 

the constructs of hope and hopelessness from the view point of research participants 

utilizing photographs taken by research participants and in-depth interviews.  The 
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following questions guided the research study: a) How do low-income African American 

adolescents perceive and experience hope? b) How do low-income African American 

adolescents think about goals, future orientation and hope? c) How do low-income 

African American adolescents experience and perceive hopelessness?  In-depth 

interviews were conducted and photographs representing hope and hopelessness were 

taken by 16  African American adolescents ages 13-17. Constant comparative analysis 

was employed to analyze interviews and photographs. Qualitative analysis software 

Nvivo9 was utilized to assist in data reduction and for the generation of themes across the 

data.    

 The analyses yielded important information about how hope and hopelessness is 

experienced and perceived in the everyday lives of the youths.  Hope generated five 

themes including; caring connections, spirituality, education, "basic needs,” and “gonna 

make it mentality.”  Youths in the study experienced hope through important 

interpersonal relationships with supportive others.  Spiritual related activities such as 

attending church, praying, and reading the Bible was identified as inspiring hope for 

study participants.  Youths in the study believed that hopefulness was enhanced through 

success in academics, completing school, and eventually college attendance.  Study 

participants identified having “basic needs” met as a source of hope.  Youths in the study 

perceived such commodities as food, shelter, clothing, and toiletries as symbols of 

hopefulness.  In regard to future expectations, goals, and hope, adolescents in the study 

held firm beliefs that future goals would be met.  Such goals would be met through hard 

work, persistence, and never giving up despite the odds.   
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 Perceptions of hopelessness were connected to negative attitudes and beliefs, 

external constraints, negative behaviors, and deleterious environmental conditions.  Study 

participants identified negative attitudes and beliefs such as “not caring” and “giving up” 

as hopelessness.  Youths in the study also experienced hopelessness when confronted 

with external constraints or outside forces such as perceived entrapment and blockages 

towards goal attainment.  Study participants perceived involvement in negative behaviors 

such as gang involvement, drug and alcohol use, and gambling as contributing to 

hopelessness.  Environmental conditions such as violence, trash, graffiti, and abandoned 

property were perceived by study participants as elements of hopelessness.   

 Chapter 5 highlighted the important findings and contributions this study added to 

the research literature. This study reshaped the constructs of hope and hopelessness 

beyond the cognitive process related to goal attainment. It provided specific factors that 

promote hope and factors that impinge upon hope in low-income African American 

adolescents.  New and unique findings from this study revealed that low-income African 

American adolescents experienced hope through having “basic needs” met.  Another 

unique finding was revealed through abstract photographs taken by study participants that 

demonstrated their sheer will to thrive despite bleak circumstances.  

 This study gave new insight to culturally relevant manners in which hope and 

hopelessness is experienced and perceived among low-income African American 

adolescents. This study highlighted the use of culturally sensitive research methods with 

populations that have been understudied and marginalized. Findings from the study 

provided important implication for social work practitioners for understanding the 

perceptions of children and adolescents.  The use of photovoice with such populations 
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offers unique perspectives and allows for expression of sensitive topics.   Implications 

were also made for social work research and education.  Future research should also 

examine the perceptions of hope and hopelessness among the families  and caregivers of 

low-income African American adolescents.  Since hope was experienced by study 

participants through close connections with significant others, it is critical to understand 

how such individuals perceive and experience hope as well to further assist youths in 

maintaining hopefulness.  It is also to important to examine the constructs of hope and 

hopelessness among other marginalized and historically oppressed groups, since hope is 

not a universal experience among all groups.  Finally, future research should fully 

integrate the participatory action component of photovoice which would allow research 

participants the opportunity to address issues or problems associated with hopelessness 

and offer possible solutions, enhancing their sense of agency and power as a result.   
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Open Codes 
 

Dreams          Faith 
 

Prayer       Spirituality 
        
Unconditional Love     Relationships 

     
College       Talent 
 
Chores       Persistence 
 
Pregnancy      Survival Skills 
 
Bad Attitude      Violence   
        
Fighting       Optimism 
 
Jail       Growth 
 
Poor Choices      Clothes 
 
Drugs        Community Change 
 
School       Places to live 
 
Grades       Trapped 
 
Family       Support 
 
Role Models      Safety 
 
Dating       Good Future 
 
Money       Graduation 
 
Caring for Others     Drop Out 
 
Trash       Self-care 
 
Guns       Grief/Loss 
 
Shooting       Job/Work 
 
Gangs       Interpersonal Conflicts 
 
Crime 
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                                               Open Codes 
Murder       Opportunity 
 
Trust       Pathway 
 
Protection      Helping 
 
Quiet       Cooperation 
 
Gambling      Negotiation 
 
Food       Pride 
 
Shelter       Achievement 
 
Don’t quit      Nature 
 
Determination      Endurance 
 
Arguing       Negative Thinking 
 
Abandoned Property     Low Self-esteem 
 
Vandalism      Not Caring 
 
Career       Peer Pressure 
 
Transportation      Coping Skills 
 
Hygiene      Toiletries  
 
Furniture      Peace 
 
Fun       Neighborhood House  
     
Parks       Community Agencies 
 
Entertainment      Negative Others 
 
Making It Out      Stability 
 
Church       A Good Life 
 
Household Appliances     Met Expectations 
 
Shoes 
 
Barriers 
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Conceptual Model 
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OO others 

 
The Basics  

 
 
 
 
 
OO others  

Education 
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Hopelessness  

 

Negative 
Attitudes 

Beliefs 
 
 
 
 
OO others 

Negative 
Behaviors 

 
 
 
OO others 

The Environment  
 
 
 
 
OO others 

       Violence Ecological Eyesores 
 
 
Eyesores 

 
Gonna Make It 

Mentality 
 
 
 
 
OO others 

External  
Constraints 

 
 
 
 
OO others 
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The Ohio State University Parental Permission 

For Child’s Participation in Research 
 
 

Study Title: Perceptions 
of Hope and 
Hopelessness Among 
Impoverished African 
American Adolescents 

                                            

Researcher:  PI- Rudolph 
Alexander, PhD 

Co-PI- Dana Baynard  

 

 

Sponsor:   

 
 
This is a parental permission form for research participation.  It contains important 
information about this study and what to expect if you permit your child to participate. 

Your child’s participation is voluntary. 

Please consider the information carefully. Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and 
family and to ask questions before making your decision whether or not to permit your child to 
participate.  If you permit your child to participate, you will be asked to sign this form and will 
receive a copy of the form. 

 
Purpose: 

Explore how adolescents think about hope and hopelessness.  Understand how 
adolescents think about goals and future orientation.  Understand how adolescents think 
about family, peers, and neighborhood context in regards to hope. 

 

 

Procedures/Tasks: 
A set of semi-structured opened-ended questions will compose the interview schedule.  Participants will 
engage in two separate interviews lasting approximately 1 and a half hours to 2 hours each. Following 
completion of the initial round of interviews, participants will be given a disposable camera to take 
photos of images that represent hope and hopelessness.   
 

 
 

PARENTAL PERMISSION 
Behavioral/Social Science  

 

 

 

IRB Protocol Number:  

IRB Approval date:   

Version:   
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Duration: .   
 
 About 6-7 hours total over a month’s time period. 
 
Your child may leave the study at any time.  If you or your child decides to stop participation in 
the study, there will be no penalty and neither you nor your child will lose any benefits to which 
you are otherwise entitled.  Your decision will not affect your future relationship with The Ohio 
State University. 
 

Risks and Benefits: 
All efforts will be made to minimize physical or emotional risk to the study participants.  Participants may 
experience some emotional discomfort while exploring personal feelings of hopelessness.  Participants 
may decide not to answer any questions that make them uncomfortable.  Participants will be offered a no-
cost photography class, and will receive a copy of their photos.   

 
 
 

 

 

Confidentiality: 
 
All data will be de-identified and stored in a locked area.  Pseudonyms will be used in reports to protect 
the identity of research participants.  Only the principal investigator and co-investigator will have access 
to the information.  Electronic data will be kept on external drive and locked when not in use. All 
consent/assent forms will be kept in the locked file cabinet.   
If there are reports of neglect or abuse of a child, I am mandated by the state of Ohio as a licensed social 
worker to report such allegations to Children’s Services.  Also, any homicidal or suicidal threats will be 
reported to the proper authorities. 
 
 

 

Efforts will be made to keep your child’s study-related information confidential.  However, there 

may be circumstances where this information must be released.  For example, personal 

information regarding your child’s participation in this study may be disclosed if required by 

state law.  Also, your child’s records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to 

the research): 

 Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 

agencies; 

 The Ohio State University Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible Research 

Practices; 

 The sponsor, if any, or agency (including the Food and Drug Administration for FDA-

regulated research) supporting the study. 

 

Incentives: 
Describe the incentive, including the amount and timing of all payments.  Participants will receive a total 
of $20 dollars.  $10 will be given following the first interview and $10 will be given following the return 

PARENTAL PERMISSION 
Behavioral/Social Science  

 

 

 

IRB Protocol Number:  

IRB Approval date:   

Version:   
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of the photographs and second interview. Prorated amounts will be given to individuals deciding to 
withdraw from the study. 
 
 
Participant Rights: 

 
You or your child may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled. If you or your child is a student or employee at Ohio State, 
your decision will not affect your grades or employment status. 
 
If you and your child choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at 
any time without penalty or loss of benefits.  By signing this form, you do not give up any 
personal legal rights your child may have as a participant in this study. 

 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The Ohio State 
University reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and welfare 
of participants in research. 

 
Contacts and Questions: 

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact 
___________________Dr. Rudolph Alexander, 614-292-1878. 

 
For questions about your child’s rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-
related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may 
contact Ms. Sandra Meadows in the Office of Responsible Research Practices at 1-800-678-
6251. 

 
If your child is injured as a result of participating in this study or for questions about a study-
related injury, you may contact Dr. Rudolph Alexander, 614-292-1878_____________. 
 

PARENTAL PERMISSION 
Behavioral/Social Science  
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Signing the parental permission form 

 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form and I am aware that I am being asked to 
provide permission for my child to participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity 
to ask questions and have had them answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to permit 
my child to participate in this study.  
 

I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 
 

 

 

  

Printed name of subject   

   

 

 

  

Printed name of person authorized to provide permission for  

subject  

 Signature of person authorized to provide permission for 

subject  

   

 

 

AM/PM 
Relationship to the subject  Date and time  

 
 

Investigator/Research Staff 
 
I have explained the research to the participant or his/her representative before requesting the 
signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form has been given 
to the participant or his/her representative. 
 

 

 

  

Printed name of person obtaining consent  Signature of person obtaining consent 

   

 

 

AM/PM 
  Date and time  

 
  

PARENTAL PERMISSION 
Behavioral/Social Science  
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The Ohio State University Assent to Participate in Research 
 
 

Study Title:  
Perceptions of Hope 
and Hopelessness 
Among Impoverished 
African American 
Adolescents 

 

Researcher:  PI- Dr. 
Rudolph Alexander 

Co-PI Dana Baynard 

 

Sponsor:   

 
 

 You are being asked to be in a research study.  Studies are done to find better ways to 
treat people or to understand things better.   

 This form will tell you about the study to help you decide whether or not you want to 
participate.  

 You should ask any questions you have before making up your mind.  You can think about 
it and discuss it with your family or friends before you decide. 

 It is okay to say “No” if you don’t want to be in the study.  If you say “Yes” you can change 
your mind and quit being in the study at any time without getting in trouble. 

 If you decide you want to be in the study, an adult (usually a parent) will also need to give 
permission for you to be in the study. 

 
 

1.   What is this study about?  
 Understanding how teenagers think about hope and hopelessness.  Understanding how 
teenagers think about their goals and future.  Understanding how teenagers think family, 
friends and their neighborhood affect hope and hopelessness.   
 
 

2.   What will I need to do if I am in this study? 

ASSENT 
Behavioral/Social Science 
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 Participate in two taped recorded interviews.  Discuss your feelings and experiences 
about hope and hopelessness.  Take pictures of images that you think represent hope and 
hopelessness.  

 
 
3.   How long will I be in the study?  
The study will take about 6-7 hours over a month’s time period 
 
 
 
4.   Can I stop being in the study? 
 

You may stop being in the study at any time.    
 

 

5.  What bad things might happen to me if I am in the study? 
 Nothing bad will happen to you if you participate in the study.  You might think of times 

when you felt sad or upset about something. You will can choose not to talk about these issues.  

 

 

6.   What good things might happen to me if I am in the study? 
 You get to participate in photography class and learn how to take pictures.  You also get 
to keep a copy of the pictures that you take.   
 

 

7.   Will I be given anything for being in this study? 
 You will $10 following the first interview.  You get another $10 following your second 

interview and turning in your cameras.   

 

 

8.   Who can I talk to about the study? 
 

For questions about the study you may contact  
Dr. Rudolph Alexander  614-292-1878._______________. 
 
To discuss other study-related questions with someone who is not part of the research 
team, you may contact Ms. Sandra Meadows in the Office of Responsible Research Practices 
at 1-800-678-6251. 
 

 

 

 

ASSENT 
Behavioral/Social Science 
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Signing the assent form 
 

 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form.  I have had a chance to ask questions before 
making up my mind.  I want to be in this research study.   

 
 

 

 

   

AM/PM 
Signature or printed name of subject  Date and time  

 
 
 
 

Investigator/Research Staff 
 
I have explained the research to the participant before requesting the signature above.  There 
are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form has been given to the participant or his/her 
representative. 
 

 

 

  

Printed name of person obtaining assent  Signature of person obtaining assent 

   

 

 

AM/PM 
  Date and time  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This form must be accompanied by an IRB approved parental permission form signed by a 
parent/guardian. 

  

ASSENT 
Behavioral/Social Science 
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Script for obtaining verbal consent to be photographed and to publish photographs:   

Hi, 
I am part of a research project at Ohio State 
and I am taking pictures of images that 
represent hope and hopelessness.  May I take 
your picture as part of the study?  Your picture 
may be published as part of the study results.  
Is this okay?   
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1. Tell me about a typical day for you. 

2. What types of dreams do you have for the future? (school, career, family, places to     

    live). 

3. What types of things would get in the way of you achieving your dreams.   

            4. What types of things make a person successful? 

            5.  Describe successful people that you know. 

            6. What types of hopes and dreams do your friends have? 

           7.  What things do you like about your neighborhood make you feel hopeful?  

           8.  What things do you want to change about your neighborhoods that make you feel   

                hopeless? 

           9.  How do you know that you will achieve your dreams? 

 
          10. When faced with a difficult problem, how do you react? 

 
          11.  How do you feel when you encounter a barrier to a goal? 

 
          12. Tell me in your own words what you think hope means.  Are there times when you  

   feel hopeful? Describe things that make you feel hopeful. 

         13. Tell me in your own words what you think hopeless means. Are there times when you   
   feel hopeless?  Describe things that make you feel hopeless.  
 

         14. Where do you see yourself now / in a month / in a year / in 5 years? 
 

 
 


