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Abstract
Background/Objectives: This study aimed to verify the structural relationships between hope, emotional intelligence, 
stress, social support, and self-esteem of 240 elementary school students located in rural areas in S city, T county, and Y 
county of C province. Methods/Statistical analysis: Data were analyzed using frequency, reliability, correlation analysis, 
structural equation modeling, and Sobel’s test. Findings: First, a significant positive correlation was found among self-
esteem, hope, social support, and emotional intelligence, whereas a negative correlation was found between self-esteem 
and stress. Second, hope in rural elementary school students showed a statistically significant positive effect on social 
support; self-esteem and emotional intelligence showed a positive effect on social support; social support had a statistically 
significant positive effect on self-esteem; and stress showed a negative effect on social support and self-esteem. Third, social 
support had an indirect effect on the relationship between hope and self-esteem, and between stress and self-esteem, so 
social support was identified as an indirect mediator. Application/ Improvement: This study will be used to increase self-
esteem through social; support for children.

1.Introduction
Self-esteem is a person’s subjective evaluation of his or her 
own worth and reflects a positive or negative judgment 
of him or herself1. Self-esteem is a subjective evaluation 
involving the extent of self-respect. Positive self-esteem 
can cause a person to perceive him or herself as good, 
respectable, or worthy2. Self-esteem is especially impor-
tant in the young. Children and adolescents who have 
high self-esteem tend to be very socially active, and exhibit 
successful social activity including positive self-expres-
sion3, whereas children who have low self-esteem tend 
to be skeptical about themselves and view themselves as 
worthless4. Self-esteem is closely related to hopeful think-
ing, and hopeful people seek diverse ways to achieve their 

goals in life5. Notably, it is reported that hopefulness in 
adolescents entails believing in a positive future for them-
selves and others, enabling them to maintain peaceful 
states of mind and lead productive lives6. 

On the other hand, stress in elementary school stu-
dents leads to emotional maladjustment and poor physical 
health, which are potential risk factors for other negative 
outcomes in their futures7. Furthermore, stress is related 
to hope; earlier findings have shown that hopeful people 
recover more quickly from stressful events8.

Another factor related to hope in adolescents is social 
support, which can be divided into structural social 
support, referring to basic interpersonal networks, and 
functional social support, related to the quality of inter-
personal relationships9. It is necessary to investigate the 
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relationships among social support, hope, and stress in 
elementary school students, as earlier findings found that 
social support promotes hopeful thinking in adolescents 
and hopeful thinking promotes the ability to cope with 
problems, which has a positive effect on children’s psy-
chological well-being10. Also, children who experience 
more stress exhibit more problematic behaviors11.  

Cognitive intelligence accounts for 20% of the factors 
contributing to success in life, while other factors, includ-
ing emotional intelligence, account for the remaining 
80%12. Thus, studies on emotional intelligence in infants 
and children are actively being conducted. Emotional 
intelligence refers to the ability to understand the emo-
tions felt by one and others, and involves the ability to 
effectively moderate one’s emotions13 Emotional intelli-
gence enhances the capacity for problem-solving as well 
as forming positive relationships14.  

Notwithstanding individual teachers’ efforts and in-
depth understanding of their students in rural areas of 
South Korea, which results from the small number of 
students taught by each one15, rural areas are isolated 
from trends in cross-societal industrialization and urban-
ization and have unique regional characteristics and 
problems, including problems in the field of education16. 
Teachers tend to avoid working in rural schools because 
of difficulties with management and increased work bur-
den17 by comparison with urban schools.  

Hence, this research was conducted to understand the 
relationships between hope, emotional intelligence, stress, 
social support, and self-esteem in students in rural South 
Korean elementary schools. To accomplish this purpose, 
the following research questions were addressed: first, how 
strong are the correlations among hope, emotional intel-
ligence, stress, social support, and self-esteem? Second, 
what is the structural relationship among hope, emo-
tional intelligence, stress, social support, and self-esteem 
in rural elementary school students? Finally, does social 
support serve as a mediator of the relationships between 
hope, emotional intelligence, stress, and self-esteem?

2 Method

2.1 Research Model
As shown in Figure 1, a research model was set up based 
on preceding studies.

Figure 1. Research model

2.2 Participants and Data Collection
In this study, purposive sampling was conducted on 240 
students attending small schools located in rural areas 
in S city, T county, and Y county of C province, taking 
convenience of the survey into consideration. The demo-
graphic characteristics of the subjects were recorded. 
Girls made up 45.8% of the study population, whereas the 
other 54.2% were boys. 37.9%, 34.6%, and 27.5% of the 
study participants lived in S city, T county, and Y county, 
respectively. First graders made up 19.2% of the study 
population, which is the highest proportion, followed 
by third, sixth, and fifth graders, accounting for 18.3%, 
17.5%, and 16.7%, respectively, and second and fourth 
graders, each of which accounted for 14.2% of the popu-
lation.

2.3 Survey Tools

2.3.1 Hope
To measure hope, the Korean version of Snyder’s 
Dispositional Hope Scale (K-DHS), developed by Choi et 
al. [18] based on the hope scale developed by18,19 was used. 
The original scale is graded on a 5-point Likert scale, but 
the K-DHS is modified to a 3-point scale to be suitable for 
the research participants. Higher scores indicate higher 
levels of hope. Hope was divided into two sub-groups, 
agency thinking and pathway thinking. The Cronbach’s 
α values of agency thinking and pathway thinking were 
α=0.710 and α=0.756, respectively.

2.3.2 Emotional Intelligence
Emotional intelligence in the forms of emotional aware-
ness, empathy, emotional regulation, and emotional 
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utilization were measured through confirmatory factor 
analysis using the sub-groups of emotional intelligence 
test that Moon20 developed on the basis of the emotional 
intelligence model of 14. Each item is scored on a 3-point 
Likert scale from disagree (1) to agree (3). Higher scores 
indicate higher levels of emotional intelligence. In sub-
group analysis, the Cronbach’s α values for emotional 
awareness, empathy, emotional regulation, and emotional 
utilization were α=0.740, α=0.751, α=0.855, and α=0.870, 
respectively.

2.3.3 Stress
To measure stress, 36 questions regarding ‘family-related 
stress’, ‘friend-related stress’, ‘parent-related stress’, ‘study-
related stress’ and ‘surrounding environment stress’ from 
the daily stress scale for Korean children developed by21 
were used. Stress is scored on a 4-point Likert Scale; higher 
scores indicate higher levels of stress. The Cronbach’s α 
values for ‘parent-related stress’, ‘family-related stress’, 
‘friend-related stress’, ‘study-related stress’ and ‘surround-
ing environment stress’ were α=0.871, α=0.848, α=0.876, 
α=0.844, and α=0.867, respectively.

2.3.4 Social Support
To measure social support, we used scale22, which was 
modified from the Social Support Appraisal Scale (SSAS) 
developed by23 in order to make it more appropriate for 
the study subjects.

The modified scale consists of 3 sub-groups that 
measure children’s perception and evaluation of family 
support, peer support, and teacher support. Each item 
is scored on a 4-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 4 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s α values for 
peer support, family support and teacher support were 
α=0.789, α=0.883 and α=0.729, respectively.

2.3.5 Self-Esteem
The self-esteem scale developed by Rosenberg2 was used 
to assess self-esteem. The scale consists of 10 items, some 
of which are positive and some of which are negative. Each 
item is scored on a 4-point Likert scale, and higher scores 
indicate higher levels of self-esteem. The Cronbach’s α 
values for positive and negative questions were α=0.789 
and α=0.684, respectively.

2.3.6 Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using SPSS PC+ Win. 21.0 and Amos 
21.0. For statistical analysis, descriptive statistics, reli-

ability analysis, correlation analysis, mean comparison 
analysis, and structural equation modeling were used. 

3. Results

3.1 Correlation Analysis and Descriptive 
Statistics 
To measure the correlations between variables, we used 
Pearson’s correlation analysis; the results are shown 
in Table 1. Self-esteem showed a significant positive 
correlation with hope, social support, and emotional 
intelligence, and a negative correlation with stress. Of the 
sub-groups of emotional intelligence, empathy and emo-
tional regulation showed no significant correlation with 
the sub-groups of stress, but emotional awareness and 
emotional utilization were significantly negatively corre-
lated with stress.  

The correlations between self-esteem and hope, 
between social support and self-esteem, between emo-
tional intelligence and hope, and between social support 
and emotional intelligence were 0.485-0.540, 0.477-0.547, 
0.172-0.404, and 0.128-0.389, respectively, all of which 
are statistically significant. The mean value of all factors 
except for stress exceeded the median values. The mean 
of family support was the highest of all the sub-groups 
of social support; mean emotional utilization was high-
est of all the sub-groups of emotional intelligence; mean 
parent-related stress was highest of the sub-groups of 
stress; and mean agency thinking was higher than mean 
pathway thinking in hope. Based on the criteria suggested 
by24, if the absolute values of skewness and kurtosis are 
lower than 3 and 8, respectively, the variables are nor-
mally distributed. 

3.2 Validating Test of Modified Model 
To identify the structural relationships in the study 
model, we performed confirmatory factors analysis (mea-
surement model analysis), convergent validity evaluation, 
and research model analysis. To confirm the goodness 
of fit of the measurement model, χ2 was assigned a value 
that did not have any statistically significant difference. 
Also, TLI and CFI were assigned values greater than 0.9, 
whereas RMSEA was assigned a value of less than 0.125. 
To confirm the convergent validity of the model, the 
standard factor load was assigned a value of more than 
0.5, whereas z was assigned a value that was statistically 
significant. Moreover, Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 
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Table 1. Correlation analysis and descriptive statistics
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
1
0.737** 1
0.314** 0.365** 1
0.305** 0.329** 0.302** 1
0.370** 0.404** 0.369** 0.625** 1
0.204** 0.172** 0.082 0.177** 0.263** 1
-0.253** -0.183** -0.150* -0.023 -0.074 -0.325** 1
-0.174** -0.150* -0.218** -0.028 -0.048 -0.216** 0.710** 1
-0.186** -0.151* -0.200** 0.048 0.006 -0.221** 0.614** 0.656** 1
-0.283** -0.247** -0.188** -0.032 -0.064 -0.262** 0.680** 0.621** 0.610** 1
-0.249** -0.223** -0.257** -0.087 -0.075 -0.151* 0.566** .0645** 0.532** 0.574** 1
0.394** 0.366** 0.389** 0.220** 0.303** 0.132* -0.175** -0.145* -0.190** -0.239** -0.249** 1
0.449** 0.417** 0.332** 0.179** 0.251** 0.153* -0.322** -.0294** -0.183** -0.346** -0.352** 0.589** 1
0.328** 0.351** 0.371** 0.194** 0.286** 0.128* -0.185** -0.191** -0.105 -0.218** -0.184** 0.450** 0.623** 1
0.540** 0.485** 0.445** 0.291** 0.424** 0.283** -0.356** -0.343** -0.308** -0.385** -0.355** 0.551** 0.547** 0.477** 1

M 2.184 2.165 2.451 2.178 2.214 2.691 2.101 1.700 1.944 1.982 1.621 2.730 3.131 2.866 3.042 
SD 0.510 0.513 0.382 0.456 0.403 0.251 0.735 0.670 0.792 0.743 0.674 0.564 0.657 0.572 0.532 
Skewness -0.213 -0.069 -0.692 -0.308 -0.263 -1.671 0.415 0.926 0.660 0.574 1.368 -0.356 -0.656 -0.105 -0.101
Kutosis -0.313 -0.286 0.034 -0.407 -0.122 7.525 -0.483 0.356 -0.421 -0.296 1.689 0.536 0.336 -0.239 -0.584
1. Agency thinking, 2.Pathway thinking, 3.Emotional awareness, 4.Empathy, 5.Emotional regulation, 6.Emotional utilization, 7.Parents-related stress, 8. Family-related stress, 

9.Friend-related stress, 10.Study-related stress, 11.Surrounding environment stress, 12.Friend support, 13.Family support, 14.Teacher support, 15.Self-esteem
*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Table 2. A comparison of the goodness of fit index between the research and modified models

Classification χ2 df NFI TLI CFI RMSEA
Research model 162.227*** 82 0.906 0.936 0.950 0.064
Modified model 131.496*** 80 0.924 0.958 0.968 0.052

***p<0.001

Figure 2. Modified model
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and Concept Reliability (CR) were assigned values of 
more than 0.5 and more than 0.7, respectively26.

In the goodness of fit index, which indicates the overall 
goodness of fit of the verified research model, the values 
of χ2, NFI, TLI, CFI, and RMSEA were 162.227 (df=82), 
0.906, 0.936, 0.950, and 0.064, respectively, which are 
levels difficult to satisfy, and which cause a model to be 
partly modified through modification indices (MI). In 
order to modify the model, out of the error variance of 
the value of MI greater than 1027 a covariance path is con-
nected between errors that can theoretically be explained.  

As shown in Table 2, the modified model showed 
improvements in the goodness-of-fit indices; the values 
of χ2, NFI, TLI, CFI, and RMSEA were 131.496 (df=80), 
0.924, 0.958, 0.968, and 0.052, respectively, which were 
much improved compared to the model before modifica-
tion. Therefore, this study adopted the modified model 
as the final model. Results derived from verification of 
the modified model and each of the path coefficients 
are given in Figure 2 and Table 3. Results obtained from 
verification by path are as follows. Hope in rural elemen-
tary school students showed a statistically significant 
positive effect on social support (β=0.386, p<0.001) and 
self-esteem (β=0.268, p<0.01). Emotional intelligence 
also showed a positive effect on social support (β=0.227, 
p<0.01), and social support showed a positive effect on 
self-esteem (β=0.484, p<0.001). In contrast, stress showed 
a statistically significant negative effect on social support 
(β=-0.209, p<0.01) and self-esteem (β=-0.168, p<0.01). 

3.3 Mediating Effect Verification 
To inquire into the size of the mediating variable of social 
support in the relationships among hope, stress, and self-

esteem, Sobel’s test was used, and results obtained from 
verification are shown in Table 4.

The significant mediating effect of social support 
(Z=3.4646, p<.001) is found in the link between hope 
and self-esteem. Furthermore, social support (Z=-2.7519, 
p<.01) showed a statistically significant mediating effect 
on the correlation between stress and self-esteem. Namely, 
higher levels of hope in elementary school students are 
associated with higher levels of perception and evaluation 
of peer, family, and teacher support, which showed a posi-
tive effect on self-esteem in those students. These results 
indicate that hope in elementary school students not only 
showed a direct positive effect on their self-esteem, but 
also showed an indirect effect on self-esteem via social 
support. Furthermore, lower levels of life stress in rural 
elementary school students are associated with higher lev-
els of their perception and evaluation of peer, family, and 
teacher support, which contribute to a positive effect on 
self-esteem. In short, life stress in elementary school stu-
dents not only had a direct negative effect on self-esteem, 
but also affected it indirectly through social support.  

4. Discussion
This research was conducted in order to understand the 
structural relationships among hope, emotional intel-
ligence, stress, social support, and self-esteem in 240 
students attending small elementary schools in rural 
areas. Several conclusions can be drawn based on the 
results of our research. 

First, a significant positive correlation was found 
between self-esteem, hope, social support, and emotional 
intelligence, whereas a negative correlation was found 

Table 3. Path of the modified model
Path between variables Ｂ β S.E t
Hope → Social support 0.342 0.386 0.082 4.149***

Emotional intelligence → Social support 0.533 0.227 0.205 2.599**

Stress → Social support -0.135 -0.209 0.044 -3.055**

Hope → Self-esteem 0.315 0.268 0.080 3.926***

Stress → Self-esteem -0.144 -0.168 0.046 -3.13**

Social support → Self-esteem 0.641 0.484 0.103 6.210***

**p<.01, ***p<.001 

Table 4. Mediating effects of emotional intellegence, hope, and stress
Path Z p
Hope → Social support → Self-esteem 3.4646 0.0005
Stress → Social support → Self-esteem -2.7519 0.0059
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between self-esteem and stress. Of the sub-groups of 
emotional intelligence, empathy and emotional regula-
tion had no significant correlation with the sub-groups 
of stress, whereas emotional awareness and emotional 
utilization showed a significant negative correlation with 
stress.    

Second, hope in rural elementary school students 
showed a statistically significant positive effect on social 
support and self-esteem; emotional intelligence had a pos-
itive effect on social support; and social support showed 
a statistically significant positive effect on self-esteem. In 
contrast, stress showed a statistically significant negative 
effect on social support and self-esteem. These results 
are in agreement with earlier findings that social support 
predicts hopeful thinking, which has a positive effect on 
psychological well-being in adolescents by promoting 
coping and problem-solving skills10.      

Third, social support had an indirect effect on the 
relationships between hope and self-esteem and between 
stress and self-esteem in rural elementary school students, 
which identifies social support as a mediating variable. 
This indicates that hope and stress not only showed a 
direct effect on self-esteem, but also showed an indirect 
effect on self-esteem through social support, which iden-
tifies social support in elementary school students as a 
key factor in self-esteem.

Based on our results, we can make several suggestions 
for further research. Here, social support was identified 
as a key factor in self-esteem amongst rural elementary 
school students, and thus it is necessary to enhance the 
levels of social support perceived by elementary school 
students in rural areas. Specifically, it is important to 
develop and apply an expression abilities improvement 
program to enable students to perceive peer, teacher, and 
family support in a positive manner, and build satisfying 
relationships with others.  
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