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This study of 513 Dutch farmers tested a dynamic equilibrium model of resources (an extension
of the conservation of resources theory; S. E. Hobfoll, 1989, 1998, 2001). With structural
equation modeling, the advantages of a 3-wave longitudinal design were comprehensively used,
such as addressing bidirectional causal effects and within-individual vs. between-individual
change. This allowed for a careful analysis of the management function of resources in the stress
process. Results showed that well-being had stronger within-person stability than finances.
Increased levels of financial problems temporarily increased psychological distress but not
self-reported illness. Conversely, farmers with higher stable baselines of psychological distress
also had higher baselines of self-reported illness and experienced more negative changes in their
financial situation.

Several studies have shown that most life events
have only a temporary impact on indicators of sub-
jective well-being, such as measures of satisfaction
(Cummins, 2000; Diener, 2000; Heady & Wearing,
1989; Suh, Diener, & Fujita, 1996) and mental health
(Duncan-Jones, Fergusson, Ormel, & Horwood,
1990). After some time, people generally recover,
and their well-being tends to revert to a particular set
point, or traitlike baseline (Stones, Hadjistavropou-
los, Tuuko, & Kozma, 1995). Even in the face of
severe trauma, most victims appear to recover within
2 years, showing no long-term, chronic symptomatol-
ogy (e.g., King, King, Keane, Fairbank, & Adams,
1998). Additional research has shown that levels of

life event exposure may also be stable across indi-
viduals (Heady & Wearing, 1989; Ormel & Wohl-
fahrt, 1991; Suh et al., 1996). So, it seems that a
dynamic equilibriumkeeps individuals functioning
on a characteristic baseline level. To date, few at-
tempts have been made to incorporate a dynamic
equilibrium perspective into occupational health
research.

The present three-wave longitudinal study aims to
expand the knowledge derived from previous re-
search by integrating the dynamic equilibrium model
(Duncan-Jones et al., 1990; Heady & Wearing, 1989;
Ormel & Schaufeli, 1991) into a motivational stress
theory, namely the conservation of resources (COR)
theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1998, 2001). Postulating a
dynamic equilibrium model of resources, this study
provides a deeper understanding of how resources are
being managed to keep them stable or increasing.

Theoretical Approach: The Dynamic
Equilibrium Model of Resources

On the basis of COR theory, we assert that people
strive to build, protect, and retain their resources
(Hobfoll, 1988, 1998, 2001). Resources are those
objects, personal characteristics, social circum-
stances, energies, and conditions that are valued and
sought after and that aid the requirement of other
resources. COR theory predicts that, when con-
fronted with an opportunity to achieve resources or
with a (potential) loss of their resources, people will
be motivated to obtain, maintain, or retain these
resources by investing other resources they possess.
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If this does not lead to the expected outcome, indi-
viduals will experience distress and may conse-
quently develop mental and physical health prob-
lems. Thus, this means a decrease in mental and
physical health resources.
In addition, following the dynamic equilibrium

model of Heady and Wearing (1989; see also Dun-
can-Jones et al., 1990; Ormel & Schaufeli, 1991), we
assert that resources have a stable, traitlike compo-
nent (thereby, they are stable within persons) and a
variable, statelike component. External events, so-
called change agents, may cause changes in the levels
of resources people possess. For example, a person
whose car is stolen suffers material loss and possibly
also a loss of personal resources, such as a dimin-
ished sense of control and impaired well-being. How-
ever, these disruptions are expected to be relatively
short lived. Internal, adaptive processes, also referred
to ashomeostatic processes, will cause resource lev-
els to return to a characteristic traitlike baseline, even
if the objective situation has changed permanently
(see Figure 1). The stronger the internal processes

that maintain homeostasis of a particular resource,
the smaller the potential influence of change agents,
and thus the larger the stable component of that
resource. Thisstability-and-changemodel has been
tested for psychological distress, but so far only oc-
casionally has the model been extended to include
other variables as well (e.g., Schaufeli, 1997).
Reviewing the literature, Hobfoll (2002) noted that

research on homeostatic processes (adaptation) to
date has mainly used a key resource approach. Sev-
eral personality characteristics (neuroticism, extra-
version, and openness to experience) have been iden-
tified as key resources to homeostasis in both well-
being and life event exposure (e.g., Duncan-Jones et
al., 1990; Heady & Wearing, 1989; Ormel &
Schaufeli, 1991; Ormel & Wohlfahrt, 1991). Accord-
ing to this approach, people’s characteristic symptom
levels are the result of stable attributes, such as per-
sonality, prolonged stress factors, persistent physical
disorders or disabilities, and chronic psychopatholog-
ical disorders of somatic origin (Depue & Monroe,
1985). Additionally, several authors have empha-
sized that cognitive processes aimed at maintaining
personal resources, such as self-esteem, optimism,
and control, are important for restoring well-being
(Cummins & Nistico, 2002; Taylor & Brown, 1988,
1994). Finally, exclusively related to well-being, ho-
meostasis in resource levels can be referred to as a
person’s constitution. This can be attributed to lower
order, physiological feedback mechanisms (Lovallo,
1997).
In contrast, on the basis of COR theory (Hobfoll,

1988, 2001, 2002), we adopt a broader, more dy-
namic view concerning homeostasis. According to
COR theory, disruptions in resource levels are re-
stored, because individuals are motivated to increase,
maintain, or retain resources by investing other re-
sources they possess. People may use a wide array of
strategies to do so, some of which are faster and more
effective than others. They not only include mecha-
nisms involving cognitive processes, such as positive
cognitive bias (Cummins & Nistico, 2002) or self-
enhancing cognitions (Taylor & Brown, 1988, 1994),
but also include behavioral processes, or actions,
which may be accompanied by (secondary) resource
losses or gains. Such cognitive and behavioral feed-
back processes are less fine-tuned and much slower
than the lower order feedback mechanisms that apply
to well-being resources (Lovallo, 1997). For this rea-
son, disruptions in the levels of resources to which
only higher order feedback mechanisms apply are
expected to be larger and to have a longer duration
than disruptions in well-being resources.

Figure 1. Dynamic equilibrium model of finances and
well-being.
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The present study expands the knowledge derived
from previous research by examining the bidirec-
tional longitudinal relationships between two re-
sources that in Western culture are broadly recog-
nized as important (Hobfoll, 1998), namely finances
and well-being. Following the current trend of using
multidimensional measures of well-being (see, e.g.,
Van Horn, Taris, Schaufeli & Schreurs, 2004), we
have operationalized it as psychological distress and
self-reported illness. Despite their commonsense ap-
peal, finances have received relatively little attention
from occupational stress researchers. On the basis of
our general theoretical framework, we first addressed
the extent to which financial resources, psychological
distress, and self-reported illness indeed have stable
baseline levels. Second, we investigated bidirectional
causal relationships between finances and well-being,
taking stable baselines and variable levels (deviations
from the baseline) of all resources into account.
The research model is tested among the self-em-

ployed, namely Dutch farmers, to whom the relation-
ship between finances and well-being is of particular
concern. For self-employed individuals, financial
means are not only important for the fulfillment of
personal or family needs but also relate to the future
of the business and therefore their means of subsis-
tence. During the past decades, political and societal
developments, such as changing policies of the Eu-
ropean Union, growing global competition, and in-
creasing consumer demands, have required dramatic
shifts in the nature of farming and have made finan-
cial problems a major concern by increasing produc-
tion costs and decreasing returns on agricultural
products. Additionally, the agricultural community in
Europe has been facing calamities such as floods,
diseases in crops, and animal diseases (e.g., BSE,
pigs flu, foot-and-mouth disease). Consequently, the
number of agricultural businesses has steadily de-
clined (Vidal, 2000). Agriculture in the Netherlands
followed the same trends (Landbouw Economisch
Instituut, 2000). For farmers, having to quit the busi-
ness not only means losing valued property but also
means losing the most important source of income
and farming as a way of life. Not surprisingly, fore-
closure of the farm has been found to have a great
impact on the mental and physical health of the
farmers concerned (Rosenblatt, 1990).

Stability of Finances and Well-Being

Little is known empirically about the extent to
which finances, psychological distress, and self-re-
ported illness differ with respect to the proportion of

their stable and variable levels. Our study is the first
to explore the extent to which a dynamic equilibrium
exists for self-reported illness and financial problems.
Baselines have been shown to explain about two
thirds of the variance in psychological distress among
a variety of samples, irrespective of the number of
measurement occasions and measurement instru-
ments (see Duncan-Jones et al., 1990; Ormel &
Schaufeli, 1991). Concerning self-reported illness,
because it partly reflects people’s physical health
status and because it strongly relates to personality
variables, such as negative affectivity (e.g., Watson
& Pennebaker, 1989), self-reported illness can be
expected to have a large stable component as well. In
contrast, we expect financial resources, in particular
liquid financial means, to be less stable than well-
being (Hypothesis 1). First, lower order physiological
mechanisms do not directly influence finances. Sec-
ond, liquid financial means, such as money in a
current bank account, can be considered as “energy,”
a resource with important exchange value (see Hob-
foll, 1988). When confronted with external demands,
individuals are expected to invest their energy re-
sources more readily than other resources. Finally, in
contrast to well-being, financial means are generally
used up when invested.

The Bidirectional Relationship Between
Finances and Well-Being

We expect that external events primarily depleting
one resource will indirectly lead to the depletion of
other resources over time. For example, after job loss,
a person may need to spend time and money to
upgrade his or her qualifications to find another job.
If this does not lead to the expected outcome, the
person might feel helpless and become depressed,
which, in turn, may lead to medical costs, thus further
depleting financial resources. This means that we
assume bidirectional relationships exist between
stressors and strains. In occupational health research,
relationships leading from stressors (e.g., financial
hardship) to well-being are found more often than
reversed causal relationships (Zapf, Dormann, &
Frese, 1996). One of the reasons may be that previ-
ously researched groups could influence the occur-
rence of job stressors only to a limited extent. This is
not likely to be the case in our study, because it
addressed self-employed individuals running a fam-
ily farm in the Netherlands. Compared with employ-
ees on payroll, the self-employed can be assumed to
substantially influence their business productivity,
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and hence their financial situation, as they provide
most of the labor themselves and make all managerial
decisions (see Gasson & Errington, 1993). Indeed, a
10-year follow-up study among almost 100 Dutch
dairy-farm couples (Gorgievski-Duijvesteijn, Giesen,
& Bakker, 2000) showed that farmers’ mental and
physical health complaints predicted farm couples’
financial problems 10 years later, whereas no long-
term effect was found for financial problems on well-
being. In contrast, a study among nearly 400 rural
families in Iowa showed a causal effect of poor
finances on husbands’ and wives’ mental health com-
plaints over a period of 3 years but no reversed causal
effect (Lorenz, Conger, Montague, & Wickrama,
1993; Swisher, Elder, Lorenz, & Conger, 1998).
These inconclusive results have led to the suggestion
(Gorgievski-Duijvesteijn et al., 2000) that, compared
with the effect of stressors on well-being, (a) the
reversed causal effect may particularly occur in the
long term and (b) the causal and reversed causal
effects are affected differentially by stability of the
environment. Our study addresses the latter possibil-
ity in greater detail.

A Differential Effect of a Stable Environment
on Causal and Reversed Causal Relationships

We propose that two mechanisms underlie the
reciprocal effects between finances and well-being,
which are differentially influenced by stability of the
environment. In the first process, in which financial
problems are expected to impair well-being (the di-
rect stress chain), change plays a central role (see
Hobfoll, 1988, 1998, 2001). A net loss of resources,
real or anticipated, is expected to cause distress and
health complaints. Enduring financial hardship is not
expected to impair well-being, unless it is accompa-
nied by resource loss of some kind. Resources may
be lost as a result of active attempts to solve financial
problems, such as reduced solvency after taking an
extra loan (Mulder, 1994). Furthermore, less tangible
resources may be lost, such as a sense of mastery and
self-esteem (Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, & Mul-
lan, 1981), social support, and quality of interper-
sonal interactions (e.g., Vinokur, Price, & Caplan,
1996). On the basis of this assumption, we formu-
lated Hypothesis 2 in terms of the dynamic equilib-
rium model of resources: The more financial prob-
lems individuals face on top of their (normal)
baseline level of financial problems, the more well-
being will deviate negatively from its baseline (i.e.,
variable levels of financial problems predict variable

levels of well-being). Only under these conditions do
we expect people to feel distressed and motivated to
solve their financial problems.
In the same vein, external influences may primarily

affect well-being, such as health hazards to farmers
related to working with pesticides. As illness can
render individuals incapable of working or confront
them with high medical costs, impaired health may
affect their financial situation. However, we expect
another process to be more important, namely the
resource management process. This refers to key
resources that help to accumulate other resources and
buffer against resource loss caused by external
threats (Hobfoll, 2002). We consider the traitlike
baseline of well-being to be such a key resource.
Overall, individuals feeling healthier are likely to get
more work done in the same amount of time. Addi-
tionally, people with better mental health may also be
better able to use opportunities and to handle adver-
sity. For the majority of the self-employed, the on-
going impact of chronic poor well-being is expected
to be more important than the potential negative
impact of a sudden health-related event, such as
catching the flu. So, Hypothesis 3 is as follows: The
stable baseline rather than the variable levels of psy-
chological distress and self-reported illness influence
both the baseline and variable levels of financial
problems.
Empirical evidence regarding these predictions is

scarce, reflecting the paucity of longitudinal studies
on within-individual change in general. Regarding
negative effects ofincreasedfinancial problems on
well-being as compared with anenduringpoor finan-
cial situation, the body of evidence is growing. The
earliest evidence comes from studies addressing sat-
isfaction and happiness. For example, one classic
study has shown that winning a lottery only had a
temporary positive effect on satisfaction (Brickman,
Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978). Additionally, sev-
eral other studies showed that only recent changes in
pay predicted job satisfaction (Clark, 1998) and sat-
isfaction with life (Saris, 2001). Based on COR the-
ory, the primacy of resource loss over resource gain
or a stable lack of resources has been proven among
a variety of samples (e.g., Freedy, Saladin, Kil-
patrick, Resnick, & Saunders, 1994; Holahan, Hola-
han, Moos, & Cronkite, 2000; Holahan, Moos, Ho-
lahan, & Cronkite, 1999; Norris & Kaniasty, 1996).
Concerning a stress effect of poor finances, recent
evidence has shown that acute economic loss had a
much greater impact on depression than the chronic
state of poverty among inner-city women. Moreover,
the impact of chronic conditions of poverty worked
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almost exclusively through material loss (Ennis,
Hobfoll, & Schröder, 2000; Hobfoll, Johnson, Ennis,
& Jackson, 2003). In contrast, another study showed
that financial loss following a technological disaster
(i.e., the Exxon Valdez oil spill) did not predict
anxiety, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder
among commercial fishers, after controlling for di-
minished social networks and impaired physical
health (Arata, Picou, Johnson, & McNally, 2000).
Regarding the reversed causal relationship, to the
best of our knowledge, no comparisons have been
made concerning the effect of baseline versus vari-
able levels of psychological distress and self-reported
illness on finances.

Method

Participants and Procedure

A total of 688 Dutch farmers and horticulturists partici-
pating in the Farm Accountancy Data Network (Van Dijk,
Groot, Lodder, & Vrolijk, 1998) of the Dutch Agricultural
Economics Research Institute were asked to fill out ques-
tionnaires during spring 1998, 1999, and 2000. There were
513 participants: 513 (75%) in the first wave (Time 1 [T1]),
405 (59%) in the second wave (Time 2 [T2]), and 361
(52%) in the third wave (Time 3 [T3]). Dropouts were
included in the analyses, using missing-value analyses (see
below). Farms owned by more than one person who were
not family members were excluded. Participants were
473 men and 29 women between 21 and 65 years of age,
with an average and median of 44 years at the start of
the study (SD � 9.71). Mean farm size of the sample
was 114 European size units (ESUs)1 (SD � 78). Very
small farms (less than 50 ESUs) were slightly underrepre-
sented, whereas large farms (over 80 ESUs) were slightly
overrepresented.
Farmers who refused to participate in our study did not

differ significantly from those who participated with respect
to business features (size, number of people working at the
farm, and agricultural branch). Furthermore, farmers partic-
ipating in all three data waves (N � 314) did not differ
significantly from those who dropped out with regard to
business features (size, number of hours worked at the farm,
financial situation), family features (family size, youngest
child’s age), and farmers’ characteristics (age, psychologi-
cal distress, self-reported illness). Only 5% of attrition was
caused by respondents leaving the population (n � 36).

Measures

Perceived financial problemswere measured with an
eight-item scale, based on Giesen (1991) and Mulder
(1994). The items were introduced with the sentence:
“Lately, how often has it occurred that. . . ,” followed by,
for example, “you did not have enough money to make ends
meet?” “were unable to pay the bills on time?” and “you had
to work with worn-out machinery, because you lacked fi-
nancial means to replace them?” Answers ranged from 1�

never or rarely to 5 � very often. Internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha) was .84 for 1998, .87 for 1999, and .85
for 2000.
Psychological distresswas measured with a Dutch 12-

item version of the General Health Questionnaire (Gold-
berg, 1972), which measures nonspecific psychiatric illness
and discriminates between “cases” and “noncases” in the
normal population. Examples are as follows: “Lately, have
you felt unhappy and depressed?” “Lately, have you felt
capable of making decisions about things?” (reverse coded),
and “Lately, have you been thinking of yourself as a worth-
less person?” Respondents were asked to indicate the extent
to which they had experienced any of these complaints
during the preceding few weeks. Answer categories ranged
from 1 � less than usualto 4 � much more than usual.
Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .86 for each of the 3
years.
Self-reported illnesswas measured with a 21-item check-

list, the Dutch Health Perception Questionnaire (Vragenlijst
Onderzoek Ervaren Gezondheid; Dirken, 1967). Respon-
dents could indicate whether they had experienced health
problems during the preceding few weeks, such as head-
aches, back pains, stomach complaints, fatigue, dizziness,
and cardiac complaints (0� no, 1� yes). Kuder-Richard-
son 20 (KR20) was .83 for 1998, .85 for 1999, and .84 for
2000. Compared with psychological distress, self-reported
illness related strongly to other health status indicators, such
as number of physician visits (R2 ranged between .21 and
.31 as compared with .02 and .12 for psychological distress)
and medicine use (R2 ranged between .32 and .35 as com-
pared with .02 and .15), indicating it had a clear health-
related component.

Strategy of Analysis

Hypotheses were tested using structural equation model-
ing (SEM) with the AMOS software package (Arbuckle,
1997). The full information maximum-likelihood method
was used to correct for missing values. Prior to the SEM
analyses, we performed a natural logarithmic transforma-
tion on the left-skewed raw scores of financial problems and
psychological distress, leading to skewness and kurtosis of
below 1.5. To examine how closely competing models fit to
the data, we calculated (see Hu & Bentler, 1999) the chi-
square likelihood ratio, Bonnet’s nonnormed fit index
(NNFI), and the root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA). The NNFI should be larger than .95, and the
RMSEA should be below .05. Because the time intervals
between T1 and T2 and between T2 and T3 are equal, all
identical relationships were constrained to be equal across
measurement moments for reasons of parsimony.
To obtain an optimal basis for our analyses, we first fitted

a measurement model (the two-step approach of Anderson
& Gerbing, 1988). Psychological distress and self-reported
illness were strongly related (see Table 1), which may

1 European size units (ESUs) are defined as units gross
standard balance (GSB) corrected for price developments in
Europe (Landbouw Economisch Instituut, 2000). ESUs are
calculated by dividing the GSB by a norm factor specified
by the European Union. ESUs allow a comparison of the
size of businesses operating in different branches.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Observed Variables, N� 513

Variable M SD

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18

Time 1
1. Financial problems 1 0.69 0.36 —
2. Financial problems 2 0.23 0.33 .70 —
3. Psychological distress 1 0.64 0.19 .24 .25 —
4. Psychological distress 2 0.55 0.20 .21 .23 .72 —
5. Self-reported illness 1 1.41 1.66 .14 .14 .33 .27 —
6. Self-reported illness 2 1.72 2.03 .20 .18 .52 .44 .66 —

Time 2
7. Financial problems 1 0.73 0.34 .66 .53 .23 .17 .10 .16 —
8. Financial problems 2 0.28 0.36 .49 .63 .24 .20 .09 .18 .69 —
9. Psychological distress 1 0.64 0.17 .18 .21 .45 .33 .26 .35 .28 .36 —
10. Psychological distress 2 0.56 0.19 .10 .17 .38 .42 .21 .32 .23 .34 .68 —
11. Self-reported illness 1 1.36 1.65 .14 .16 .34 .30 .73 .63 .10 .16 .37 .35 —
12. Self-reported illness 2 1.68 2.07 .19 .21 .45 .35 .53 .75 .16 .22 .48 .46 .67 —

Time 3
13. Financial problems 1 0.73 0.35 .58 .45 .29 .22 .14 .22 .72 .60 .38 .31 .18 .24 —
14. Financial problems 2 0.27 0.34 .43 .55 .33 .32 .13 .22 .54 .72 .33 .29 .20 .24 .68 —
15. Psychological distress 1 0.63 0.17 .12 .10 .51 .40 .26 .34 .21 .19 .44 .38 .32 .41 .28 .32 —
16. Psychological distress 2 0.58 0.18 .06 .12 .43 .44 .23 .37 .14 .15 .32 .43 .32 .38 .22 .26 .70 —
17. Self-reported illness 1 1.44 1.60 .15 .14 .31 .27 .67 .56 .11 .11 .29 .30 .78 .59 .15 .16 .33 .36 —
18. Self-reported illness 2 1.84 2.13 .19 .18 .37 .30 .54 .68 .13 .16 .38 .34 .63 .71 .24 .23 .49 .48 .69 —

Note. Scores of financial problems (ln-transformed) range from 0 to 1.61, of psychological distress (ln-transformed) range from 0 to 1.39, and of self-reported illness range from
0 to 10 (1st indicator) or 0 to 11 (2nd indicator).
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reflect both actual bidirectional relationships (e.g., Lovallo,
1997) and the influence of a third variable, such as negative
affectivity (e.g., Watson & Pennebaker, 1989). We tested
whether the scales might have measured one underlying
construct, which was not our intention. Confirmatory factor
analysis showed this was not the case. A two-factor model
fitted much better to the data than a one-factor model: for
1998, ��2(1) � 540.00,p � .001; for 1999,��2(1) �
495.40,p� .001; and for 2000,��2(1)� 443,90,p� .001;
hence, the scales were not collapsed into one symptomatol-
ogy variable. Instead, to correct for measurement error, we
randomly split each of the scales measuring financial prob-
lems, psychological distress, and self-reported illness in
1998, 1999, and 2000 into two reliable halves and used
them as separate indicators of the latent variables. The
model additionally contained covariances between all latent
variables. Significant covariances between error terms of
identical measures over time were also modeled, as these
are likely caused by systematic error not of theoretical
interest, such as response bias (Fergusson & Horwood,
1988). The resulting measurement model fits well to the
data,�2(93, N � 513) � 105.37,p � .18, NNFI � 1.00,
RMSEA � .02.

Subsequently, we tested the dynamic equilibrium model
of finances and well-being. This model split financial prob-
lems, psychological distress, and self-reported illness each
into one factor representing the stable baseline levels over
time, and three factors representing the variable levels at T1,
T2, and T3, respectively (see Figure 2; Duncan-Jones et al.,
1990; Ormel & Schaufeli, 1991). This stability-and-change
model makes two assumptions: First, the baseline level of
financial problems (psychological distress and self-reported
illness) plus the variable level at one specific point in time
explain all variance in financial problems (psychological

distress and self-reported illness) at that point; second, by
definition, external events are assumed not to influence the
baseline resource levels. Consequently, the baseline re-
source levels are not treated as dependent variables in the
dynamic equilibrium model.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of the observed
variables. The mean scores on all scales were rather
low. The general linear model repeated measures
procedure showed that scores on the nontransformed
eight-item financial problems scale increased slightly
from 1.74 (SD� 0.64) in 1998 to 1.83 (SD� 0.67)
in 1999 and 1.83 (SD� 0.67) in 2000,F(2, 1024)�
12.99,p � .001.

Testing the Dynamic Equilibrium Model of
Resources

To test whether well-being is more stable across
time than finances (Hypothesis 1), we fitted a dy-
namic equilibrium model to the data for each of the
three variables separately (see Figure 2). The fit of
the model for psychological distress was�2(6, N �
513)� 2.14,p� .91, NNFI� 1.00, RMSEA� .00;

Figure 2. The stability-and-change model (cf. Duncan Jones et al., 1990, and Ormel &
Schaufeli, 1991). D� residual, unexplained variance; T1� Time 1; T2� Time 2; T3�
Time 3.
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for self-reported illness�2(5,N� 513)� 5.70,p�
.34, NNFI� 1.00, RMSEA� .02; and for financial
problems�2(5, N � 513)� 4.76,p � .45, NNFI�
1.00, RMSEA� .00. In support of Hypothesis 1, the
traitlike baseline accounted for 48%–56% of total
variance in psychological distress, and 62%–71% of
variance in self-reported illness, whereas for financial
problems, these percentages ranged between 14%
and 18%. These findings clearly indicate that well-
being (indicated by psychological distress and self-
reported illness) is more stable than financial
problems.
The dynamic equilibrium models demonstrated

strong autoregressions between variable levels of
self-reported illness and financial problems, indicat-
ing that another form of stability, namely experienced
health (or financial) problems, accounted for by ex-
ternal events at one point in time made people vul-
nerable for experiencing health (or financial) prob-

lems 1 year later. In contrast, the autoregressive paths
between the variable levels of psychological distress
were not significant, which indicates that stability of
mental health was exclusively the result of homeo-
static psychological processes.
Furthermore, to test Hypotheses 2 and 3, we mod-

eled relationships between the baseline and variable
levels of each of the variables included in our study
(financial problems, psychological distress, and self-
reported illness). Figure 3 shows the final dynamic
equilibrium model of resources, which fits very well
to the data:�2(118,N � 513) � 132.42,p � .17,
NNFI � 1.00, RMSEA� .02. The first interesting
finding concerns the baselines. As expected, the base-
lines of psychological distress and self-reported ill-
ness are strongly related (B � .10, SE� .02, p �
.001). However, no significant relationships were
found between the baselines of psychological distress
and self-reported illness, and between baseline levels

Figure 3. Final dynamic equilibrium model of finances and well-being:�2(118,N� 513)�
132.42,p� .17; nonnormed fit index� 1.00; root-mean-square error of approximation� .02.
Time 1 (T1) � 1998; Time 2 (T2)� 1999; Time 3 (T3)� 2000; SI� total levels of
self-reported illness; PD� total levels of psychological distress; FP� total levels of financial
problems. Superscript a) denotes that this suppressor effect indicates a significant effect of
current minus previous financial problems.
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of financial problems. This suggests that different
mechanisms may restore the equilibrium of finances
as compared with subjective well-being.
Second, in line with Hypothesis 2, the dynamic

equilibrium model of resources showed that only the
variable levels of financial problems and not the
baseline predicted variable levels of psychological
distress. To test the extent to which this effect was
due to actual changes, we modeled a possible sup-
pressor effect of financial problems that had been
experienced in the preceding year (Saris, 2001).2

This suppressor effect was indeed significant (B �
�.07,SE� .03,p � .05), indicating that the conse-
quences of financial problems for farmers’ well-be-
ing were stronger for farmers whose financial situa-
tion had deteriorated. In addition, more enduring
financial problems influenced psychological distress
equally strong (B� .07,SE� .03,p� .05), provided
they deviated from the baseline. Setting the effect of
enduring financial problems equal to zero deterio-
rated the fit significantly:��2(1) � 4.10,p � .001.

No relationship was found between finances and
self-reported illness. However, deviations in levels of
psychological distress and self-reported illness were
mutually related, which means that financial prob-
lems may lead to changes in health perception
through changes in psychological distress.
Third, Hypothesis 3 was partially supported as

well. Baseline psychological distress levels, but not
deviations in psychological distress, predicted finan-
cial problems. This was not because individuals suf-
fering chronic psychological distress had higher
baselines of financial problems but because chronic
psychological distress affected the variable levels of
financial problems at each point in time with the
same magnitude (B � .75, SE� .21, p � .001).
Chronic psychological distress explained between
2% and 3% of the variance in variable levels of
financial problems, on top of previous variable levels
of financial problems. Again, no effect was found for
self-reported illness.

Discussion

Postulating a dynamic equilibrium model of re-
sources based on COR theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1998,
2001) and the dynamic equilibrium model (Duncan-
Jones et al., 1990; Heady & Wearing, 1989; Ormel &
Schaufeli, 1991), this study set out to increase our
understanding of the management function of re-
sources proposed in COR theory. We hypothesized
that all resources have stable, traitlike baseline levels.
External events may cause fluctuations in these re-

source levels, but these are expected to be rather short
lived, because homeostatic mechanisms cause re-
source levels to return to their original baselines.
Following COR theory, we theorized that these ho-
meostatic mechanisms include not only biological or
cognitive processes but also people’s actions aimed
at actively restoring resource levels by investing
other resources they possess (Hobfoll, 1988, 2001).
Our results showed that testing a dynamic equilib-
rium model of resources is relevant for disentangling
cause-and-effect relationships between material re-
sources and well-being.
We found that both finances and well-being have

stable within-person baselines. Concerning psycho-
logical distress, our results are strikingly similar to
those of previous studies (Duncan-Jones et al., 1990;
Ormel & Schaufeli, 1991). In support of our first
hypothesis, the baseline of financial problems ex-
plained less variance in total levels of financial prob-
lems, such as not having enough money to make ends
meet (14% to 18%), than baseline psychological dis-
tress in total levels of psychological distress (48% to
56%) and baseline self-reported illness in total levels
of self-reported illness (62% to 71%). This indicates
that external events influenced finances to a larger
extent than well-being. In addition, the finding that
the baselines of finances and well-being were unre-
lated underscores the presumption that different ho-
meostatic processes cause baselines to remain stable
for finances and well-being. Most important, well-
being is influenced to a large extent by physiological
feedback mechanisms that are more refined and much
faster than higher order feedback mechanisms in-
volving cognition and behavior (Lovallo, 1997),
which are typically more relevant for finances. A
study by Kozma, Stone, and Stones (2000) revealed
that stability in subjective well-being is mainly due to
personality and affective styles (internal processes)
and, to a much lesser extent, to a stable environment.
In contrast, concerning material resources, environ-
mental stability may be a relatively important expla-
nation for the stable baseline levels.
Another possibility is that our research population

(i.e., farmers) faced more threats to their finances

2 Mathematically, it can be proven that a significant effect
of a deteriorating financial situation manifests itself as a
suppressor effect of previous financial problems in a three-
wave three-variables model. Equation 1 represents the effect
of financial problems at Time 2 (FPt2) plus the effect of
changes in financial problems as compared with a previous
point in time (FPT2 – FPT1) on self-reported illness at Time
2 (SIT2):
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than to their well-being. This explanation does not
seem very satisfactory. For instance, previous farm
studies have identified many potential health hazards
related to working with agricultural machinery,
chemicals, and large animals (e.g., Gallagher & Tier-
ney, 1996). In our sample, 5% of the farmers were
involved in work-related accidents annually. This
rate is about 3.5 times higher than for self-employed
Dutch people in other industries (Statistics Nether-
lands, 2000). In addition, Dutch farmers are currently
facing many stressors affecting their well-being on
top of financial problems. Most important, market
developments and governmental policies have de-
manded dramatic changes in the nature of farming,
such as an increase in administrative tasks and a
higher workload in general (Gorgievski-Duijvesteijn,
1999).
Note that, although finances had a relatively small

stable baseline, financial problems at one point in
time did predispose farmers to experiencing financial
problems in the near future. This indicates another
form of stability: Attempts to change the financial
situation need some time to take effect. This was also
found for self-reported illness but not for psycholog-
ical distress.
Variable, statelike levels of financial problems pre-

dicted variable levels of psychological distress. This
supports the primacy-of-loss principle (Hypothesis
2), according to which negative changes in resource
levels (loss) lead to more distress than a chronic low
resource level (lack). The effect of the variable level
of financial problems was even stronger for farmers
who had experienced an actual deterioration of their
financial situation over the past year. In contrast,
stable baseline levels of financial problems did not
affect well-being. This means that longer lasting fi-
nancial difficulties impaired well-being, provided
these difficulties deviated from their stable baseline.
A plausible explanation may be that in the face of
long-term financial problems, people continue to in-
vest (and lose) other resources until the original base-
line has been restored. Even though this baseline may
still represent rather severe financial problems, peo-
ple may have found ways to adjust to them that are
unrelated to further losses. This assumption is sup-
ported by a recent study among inner-city women
(Ennis et al., 2000; Hobfoll et al., 2003) that showed
that chronic economic hardship only leads to distress
through secondary (material) loss. However, for the
subpopulation of African American women who are
more highly represented in low-income groups, a low
income was shown unrelated to its correlates among
other groups, such as depression, social support, and

mastery, which might indicate that in comparison
with other groups of women, their adjustment would
be more detached from other life experiences. In
other words, they somehow prevented the occurrence
of secondary loss.
Another possibility would be that the baseline lev-

els of financial problems were equivalent to an ab-
sence of problems. Naturally, when people do not
face financial problems, no stress is expected to en-
sue. Indeed, examination of our data shows that most
respondents (87%) had low mean levels of financial
problems over the years (M � 1.71 on a 5-point
scale,SD� 0.64), but the sample also contained a
minority of farmers with severe and enduring finan-
cial problems, with a maximum of 4.57.
Financial problems were found to have no direct

effect on self-reported illness. Possibly, a whole
range of other, more direct factors might have influ-
enced farmers’ physical health, such as the work-
related health hazards mentioned before. In addition,
outdoor physical work may harden farmers (Bernard
& Krupat, 1994). For this reason, concerning the
variable levels of self-reported illness, they may only
have reported rather severe health problems that oc-
curred after a long period of exposure to financial
problems. The time span of this study may have been
too short to capture such an effect. However, variable
levels of psychological distress and self-reported ill-
ness were mutually related, indicating that distur-
bances in the financial situation may lead to self-
reported illness through increased psychological
distress. For example, mental health may influence
self-reported illness through physiological responses
related to them (Lovallo, 1997).
In line with Hypothesis 3, findings showed a re-

versed causal effect from well-being to the financial
situation. This is in line with the body of evidence
showing that strains may lead to job stressors (e.g.,
Aldwin & Revenson, 1986; Glickman, Tanaka, &
Chan, 1991; Hamilton, Hoffman, Broman, & Rauma,
1993; Jonge et al., 2001; Taris, 1999; Taris, Bok, &
Caljé, 1998; Zapf et al., 1996), in the case that people
can be expected to actually influence the occurrence
of these stressors (Beehr, Jex, Stacy, & Murray,
2000). Mechanisms explaining these relationships in-
clude, for example, impaired performance (e.g.,
Baron, 1990; Beehr et al., 2000; Motowidlo, Man-
ning, & Packard, 1986; Trope & Neter, 1994) and
poor social functioning (e.g., Jones & Fletcher, 1993;
Vinokur et al., 1996). Our results showed that chronic
psychological distress, as opposed to temporary fluc-
tuations from the baseline, predicted finances. It is
interesting that chronic psychological distress pre-
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dicted whether financial problems would deviate
more from their stable baseline but not whether farm-
ers had higher baseline levels of financial problems.
This contradicts the possibility that the relationship
would be an artifact of, for instance, negative answer-
ing tendencies related to negative affectivity (Burke,
Brief, & George, 1993). Well-being may indirectly
protect individuals against negative influences of the
external environment on finances, presumably be-
cause they are better able to use financial opportuni-
ties or to handle financial risks. As such, well-being
is an important resource, which seems to lie at the
core of an upward “spiral of gain” (Hobfoll, 2001).
Self-reported illness did not predict financial prob-

lems over and above psychological distress. Possibly,
it is easier to find ways to adjust to perceived poor
physical abilities than to psychological distress.
Physical complaints may mainly impair manual la-
bor, which could be taken over by others, whereas
psychological distress may affect less tangible abili-
ties that may long go unnoticed, such as motivation
and cognitive functioning (Jex, 1998). Hence, for the
self-employed, consequences of psychological dis-
tress may be far reaching, as it may also affect
managerial tasks and decision making (Staw, Sande-
lands, & Dutton, 1981).

Study Limitations

Our study had several limitations. First, it did not
provide information on the objective environment.
Expanding the dynamic equilibrium model of re-
sources with objective, external events would allow
researchers to directly test our assertion that well-
being helps individuals counteract resource loss
when facing external threats, as well as the relative
influence of external events as compared with inter-
nal homeostatic processes on resource levels. Addi-
tionally, a subsequent study could benefit from mea-
suring material and health resources more
objectively. As previous studies have shown, self-
reported illness may only modestly reflect people’s
actual health status (Watson & Pennebaker, 1989).
Likewise, even though husbands and wives have
been found to strongly agree on the extent to which
they experience financial problems (Gorgievski-
Duijvesteijn et al., 2000), it would still be useful to
see how this is anchored in the objective financial
situation.
Second, concerning subjective well-being, it

would be interesting to include more positive indica-
tors in addition to psychological distress and self-
reported illness. As previous studies have shown,

variables tend to relate differently to different mea-
sures of well-being (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith,
1999), and findings on the negative side of the stres-
sor–strain continuum might not necessarily extrapo-
late to the positive side. The process we have de-
scribed as the direct stress chain resembles the
“hedonic treadmill” based on Helson’s adaptation
theory (for a review, see Frederick & Loewenstein,
1999), according to which satisfaction gives way to
indifference and even dissatisfaction after repeated
confrontation with a positive stimulus, and stimuli
causing dissatisfaction become affectively neutral af-
ter repeated exposure. The hedonic treadmill has
received support for positive measures of well-being,
such as life satisfaction and happiness. However, it
seemed to occur only for some stimuli (e.g., financial
gains) but not for others (e.g., tasty food and sexually
arousing stimuli).
Third, our study spanned 2 years. Therefore, the

baselines of finances and well-being may have been
contaminated with problems that have persisted for
the 2-year period but that were not participants’ nor-
mal baselines. Concerning the effect of psychological
distress on finances, chronic mental illnesses, such as
a depression, can therefore not be excluded as an
alternative explanation. Given the answering format
of the measurement instrument we used (more or less
complaints than usual), this seems plausible. How-
ever, considering the possibility that the baseline of
financial problems for some farmers may have meant
a long-lasting, unusually poor or good financial situ-
ation, it is even more remarkable that it did not
predict well-being.
In addition, the time interval between measure-

ment moments was 1 year. It is interesting to note
that a dynamic equilibrium exists over such a long
period of time. Moreover, previous studies have
shown stable levels of psychological distress to be of
similar magnitude at 4 months, 6 months, 1 year, and
irregular intervals of 1 to 7 years (Duncan-Jones et
al., 1990; Ormel & Schaufeli, 1991). However, in
particular for well-being, these intervals are too long
to capture the process of restoring the equilibrium.
Recovery may typically be rather quick. To our
knowledge, no studies using the stability-and-change
model have used shorter intervals than 4 months. A
next interesting study might focus on short-term
changes and recovery, for example, by using daily
measures of stressors and strains or using short-term
measures in addition to long-term measures.
Fourth, our study did not contain specific informa-

tion on homeostatic processes explaining the exis-
tence of traitlike baseline resource levels. It would be
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interesting to gain more insight into these internal
processes, especially from a long-term perspective.
Personality variables are likely to play an important
role, given the strong correlations that previous stud-
ies have found between stable levels of well-being
and traits, such as neuroticism, self-esteem, and locus
of control (e.g., Duncan-Jones et al., 1990; Ormel &
Schaufeli, 1991). More insight is needed into the
top-down mechanisms explaining these relationships.
Focusing on cognitive processes underlying people’s
judgments of resource levels seems a promising area,
for example, individual personality-related differ-
ences in accessibility of stable relevant cues (Schim-
mack, Diener, & Oishi, 2002).
Finally, our study addressed a specific subsample

of the Dutch population (farmers, most of whom
were male). This begs the question to what extent our
results can be generalized, particularly to employees
on payroll or self-employed women. It would also be
interesting to test the robustness of the model among
samples operating in different objective environ-
ments, such as samples facing more severe, acute
health threats compared with those facing few such
threats, or samples confronted with many financial
uncertainties compared with samples operating in a
stable financial climate.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

Despite its limitations, our study provides valuable
insights into the stress process by comprehensively
integrating several complex mechanisms into one
model, which up until now had only been studied in
a fragmented and piecemeal fashion. This model can
distinguish different kinds of resources based on the
extent to which they have stable baseline levels.
Additionally, it reveals how baseline and variable
levels of different resources are related.
Ample evidence has shown that an emphasis on

resources in stress research is broadly generalizable
across different populations and levels of stress (e.g.,
Freedy & Hobfoll, 1994; Freedy et al., 1994; Hobfoll
et al., 2003; Holahan et al., 1999, 2000; King et al.,
1998; Norris & Kaniasty, 1996). The most important
theoretical implication of our findings is that two
different processes have been revealed that link re-
sources to other resources. The first process repre-
sents the direct stress chain, in which resources are
invested (and lost) to counteract stressors. The sec-
ond is a management process moderating this direct
stress chain, showing that key resources may help a
person counteract resource loss when confronted
with external demands (see Hobfoll, 2002). In COR

theory, this latter, management process is yet to re-
ceive attention. It is tempting to conclude that the
stable components of resources, such as the traitlike
baseline of well-being, or more generally, stable per-
sonality resources, act as key resources, as this would
be consistent with resource theories in cognitive psy-
chology and human development and education (see
Freund & Riediger, 2001). This would mean another
important influence of personality, in addition to
maintaining baseline levels. However, as we ad-
dressed only two types of resources, this possibility
remains speculative. After all, it is not unlikely that
resources that often function as key resources, such
as psychosocial resources, may be finite as well (Ho-
lahan et al., 1999). Distinguishing between traitlike
baselines and statelike variable levels of key re-
sources may therefore be equally important.
As for practical implications, this study shows that

good mental health is a key factor to success. This
justifies striving for good stable mental health. This
study shows that for self-employed individuals, fi-
nances and mental health influence each other in a
mutual way. Improving the financial situation helps
them to feel better. However, reducing mental dis-
tress caused by financial problems will not automat-
ically cause them to be better able to manage their
finances. Unfortunately, for this reversed effect, a
stable good mental health condition was found to be
the active ingredient, which can only be influenced
by using long-term processes of social and personal
change and not by reducing short-term stressors.

SIT2 � B2 * FPT2 � B1 * (FPT2 � FPT1) � �SI , (1)

where�SI is the error term of health complaints. Note
that if B1 is positive, an increase in financial prob-
lems between T1 and T2 relates to more health com-
plaints at T2. Equation 1 is equivalent to Equation 1a:

SIT2 � B2 * FPT2 � B1 * FPT2 � B1 * FPT1 � �SI

� (B2 � B1) * FPT2 � B1 * (FPT1) � �SI . (1a)

In other words, if the effect of the change variable
(FPT2 – FPT1) is significant, this shows up as a
suppressor effect: (a) Adding the relationship B1 to
the model seemingly leads to an increase of the
cross-sectional effect (B2 � B1) of financial prob-
lems on health complaints at T2, whereas (b) the sign
of the causal effect B1 of financial problems at one
point in time (T1) on health complaints at the next
measurement moment (T2) will be in the opposite
direction (and opposite to the first-order correlation
between these two variables). To test whether only a
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changing financial situation leads to health com-
plaints, B1 can be constrained to be zero, by con-
straining the cross-sectional relationship between fi-
nances and health (B2 � B1) to equal the relationship
between finances and health over time, but with the
opposite sign (–B1).
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