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177 — Friday Fix: How to Cultivate Hope When You Feel 
Hopeless 

I often hear people say, “It’s OK to be hopeless.” But, without hope, you don’t have 

much. 

It’s common to lack hope though. Someone with depression, by nature of their illness, 

may lack hope that they’ll feel better. Or the parent of an adult child with an addiction 

might not have hope that they’ll ever change because they’ve seen them go through so 

many ups and downs.  

Hopelessness is like a dark hole that feels impossible to escape. Fortunately, however, 

you don’t have to stay stuck there–even though it feels like you do.  

Before we discuss a strategy that cultivates hope, let’s talk about what hope really is 

and why it’s important.  

Hope Defined 

Most researchers who define hope, say it requires a belief that you could create a 

positive outcome. It’s not wishful thinking–like wishing you’d win the lottery. Instead, 

hope involves having the belief that you’re capable of achieving a goal–like you could 

work hard enough to get out of debt.   
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Hope is also different from optimism. Optimism involves thinking about positive 

outcomes, regardless of the role you play. So you might be optimistic that it won’t rain 

on Saturday. Hope requires you to have some personal involvement in the outcome–

like you’ll be able to host a good party even if it does rain.  

Essentially, optimism is about thinking good things might happen while hope often 

involves thinking about the action you’ll take to make those good things happen. 

You don’t necessarily need to tackle a giant obstacle or try to move mountains when 

you have hope. Instead, you might take one small step that could improve your life. 

Here are some examples: 

• You tell a family member your mental health isn’t the best right now. You have 

hope that they’ll validate your feelings, provide emotional support, and assist you 

in getting help.  

• You talk to your boss about feeling overwhelmed. You hope your boss will 

understand and make some adjustments to your workload. 

• You send an email to a college to inquire about taking a class. You hope that 

you’ll learn skills that will advance your career. 

• Your rent is going up and you can’t afford the increase. You aren’t sure what you 

will do yet, but you stay calm and look at your options because you have hope 

that you’ll figure something out soon.  

Why Hope Is So Important 

Hope often becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. When you believe that you have the 

power to make things better, you’re more likely to go out there and try.  

What you hope for, however, might change over time. Rather than hope something 

good will happen, you might find yourself hoping you can handle the outcome–whatever 

that outcome may be. 

For example, if you’re experiencing a health issue, your initial hope might be that a 

doctor will treat your condition. But, you might soon learn you have a chronic health 
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problem and your new hope might be that you can live a rich and full life with the 

condition that you have. 

Hope is an important factor in living your best life. Research shows the more hope you 

have, the less likely you are to experience depression and anxiety. Hope is also related 

to higher levels of life satisfaction, improved overall well-being, and better psychological 

adjustment.  

Hope is even one of the best predictors of academic achievement. Hope matters more 

than IQ, personality, and prior academic achievement when it comes to doing well in 

school. 

Hope matters in the workplace too. Hopeful employees are 14% more productive than 

their counterparts.  

Hopeful Comments Won’t Make You Feel Hopeful  

You may have tried to talk yourself into having a more hopeful outlook. But forcing 

yourself to imagine positive outcomes isn’t likely to make you believe that things will turn 

out well.  

Perhaps even worse is when someone else says something like, “Oh I’m sure it will all 

work out. Don’t worry about it.” Although comments like that are meant to instill hope, 

they don’t.  

When someone insists you’re going to get that job or that your luck is going to change, 

and you feel awful, hearing those words might even feel worse. Your brain will go into 

overdrive thinking about all the reasons why you lack the resources you need to 

succeed. And since your gloomy vision for the future doesn’t line up  with the other 

person’s positive predictions, you are left trying to decide whether you’re wrong about 

your negative predictions or the other person is wrong about their positive predictions.  

Interestingly, however, the person offering hope is likely to become more hopeful. When 

someone says, “I’m sure good things are going to happen,” they think they’re helping 
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you feel better. And when they think you feel better, they’ll be more hopeful because 

they think they’re able to make a positive impact on you and the rest of the world.  

So, making hopeful comments benefits the speaker but not the listener. So while you 

might assume you should just go around saying positive things to people so you feel 

better, that’s not the best strategy for cultivating hope since it does nothing to validate 

the other person’s struggles. 

Combine Hope With Gratitude 

My favorite strategy for cultivating hope involves gratitude.  

Gratitude and hope are related but different. Gratitude is about being thankful for 

something that happened in the past–or someone who has been involved in your life. 

Being hopeful is about looking toward the future. 

But a study about gratitude actually uncovered something really cool about hope.  

In 2018, researchers were conducting a study on gratitude. Coincidentally, the 

researchers were located in Holland Michigan at Hope College.   

Researchers asked the participants to spend a few minutes writing about a time from 

the past when they felt hopeful something would happen and then felt grateful when that 

thing they hoped for actually occurred. The participants were asked to identify the 

people they felt gratitude toward during that time as well. 

The researchers thought they were doing an exercise that would increase gratitude. 

But, what they found was that the exercise actually increased hope. After a quick 15-

minute writing prompt, the participants reported they felt significantly happier and more 

hopeful about the future.  

This Week’s Fix 

Pay attention to your hope meter throughout the week. What are some things you feel 

hopeful about? What are some things you feel hopeless about? 
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You might feel hopeful about a new relationship while feeling hopeless about the 

economy. Or maybe you feel filled with hope about your financial situation while you’re 

struggling to stay hopeful about a loved one’s health.  

When you notice yourself low on hope this week, take a few minutes to do a writing 

exercise.  

• What’s a similar situation you’ve endured in the past where you had hope and 

things worked out? 

• What were you grateful for? 

• Who are the people who helped and how are you grateful for them? 

When you’re done, notice how you feel. Are you happier? Do you feel more hopeful 

about your current situation?  

If you still lack hope that something good is going to happen, can you shift your focus? 

Instead of thinking that things are going to turn out well, try hoping that you’ll be OK 

despite whatever the outcome might be.  

You might start a hope journal where you do this exercise whenever you need a little 

boost in hope. Just reading through your past entries might help you cultivate hope 

when you need it the most.  

Just that quick 10-minute exercise can help you feel more hopeful about the future. And 

remember, when you have more hope, the more likely you are to take the action you 

need to get a positive outcome and it can greatly improve your mental health. 
 

 


