
Dealing with discouragement
If you live long enough, sooner or later, you're likely to get discouraged.

We all go through some sort of discouragement, time to time. Sometimes, it just
seems like things aren't working out the way you had them planned. Sometimes,
it seems like things are out of control. Others worry about frustration they feel,
still other people are discouraged when things don't go perfect, every time.

Discouragement can be a big problem -- but fortunately, it's usually treatable.

I believe the first step in curing discouragement is to examine what caused it. For
many of us, discouragement is caused by one or another of just a few things:

1. Frustration
2. Helplessness
3. Lack of focus
4. Uncontrollable Change
5. Outside events

Fortunately, all of these things can be addressed with a bit of an attitude
adjustment.

Frustration: There are few things as discouraging as frustration. Part of the
discouraging part is that we rarely know exactly why we're frustrated. When I get
frustrated, I try and figure out the root cause behind it: perhaps I've set unrealistic
goals; perhaps I'm not working toward my realistic goals actively; maybe I lack
time. Beyond all of these, I'm most often frustrated when I'm trying to do too
much -- I'm getting upset because I can't do it all at once.

In each of these cases, my frustration is most often treated by a simple
approach. First off, I decide what it is that is bothering me, second, I break down
the problem into smaller "bites," third, I set a task list of those bites, and start
working on it a little bit at a time.

Plato said "Never discourage anyone who makes progress, no matter how slow,"
and I believe the flip side of that saying is also true: simple progress helps
eliminate discouragement.

Let me give you an example to illustrate this concept.

If I needed to lose 100 lbs of excess weight, trying to do it all in one day, or one
month, is going to do little more than frustrate me. I can't do it all at once. There
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is no button I can push that could make all that weight come off, all at once, and
no magic pill that will make it all disappear.  But if I were to decide on a course of
action, involving better eating and exercise, I could take that weight off in a year.

Frustration at not being able to do it all at once actually stands in the way of
taking the weight off. Many of us, confronted by such a circumstance,  would
never make the first step.

Great things are accomplished a little bit at a time, and great fortunes are made
by investing a bit of money over a long period of time.

Frustration is your enemy. It breeds discouragement. You've got to cut it down to
size.

Helplessness. How many of us have watched something happen, and felt totally
helpless? I imagine if you watched the video of the World Trade Center falling to
the ground, you felt helpless. I know I did.

How do you treat helplessness? Well, you don't focus on what you can't do, you
focus on what you can.

Helplessness is a real problem in our world today. So many people are willing to
make themselves into a victim, rather than taking action and doing what they are
capable of accomplishing.

I'm sure you are familiar with civic clubs -- most cities have them. From Rotary to
Lions to Kiwanis, to Jaycees, to Oddfellows, to all the lodges of Elks, Eagles,
Moose, and other animals, these civic clubs concentrate on helping the
communities they serve. They are made up of people like you and I, people who
know they can't do everything, but they can do something.

We may never be able to do everything -- but we can do something. Civic clubs
are a good example of this.

I grew up in a small town in Utah. The local Lions club built shelters at the city
park, and worked on sight preservation. The Kiwanis worked on civic
beautification. The local ladies' clubs had a rose garden and worked on civic
involvement. The Jaycees worked on building up the community's economic
base. These groups accomplished a great deal in that small town -- and groups
like them are accomplishing enormous amounts of work, wherever they are.

As individuals, we can actively work to achieve change. We can teach the
illiterate, feed the hungry, clothe the naked. We can help our co-workers to
become better. We can work actively on building up our family members. We can
comfort those who mourn, build up the emotionally weak, and lend a hand
wherever it will do the most good.



Edward Everett Hale said it best: "I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do
everything, but still I can do something; and because I cannot do everything, let
me not refuse to do the something that I can do."

Helplessness is an illusion. We may not be able to stop all the bad things from
happening in this world, but we can work on those things that are within our
grasp.

We may not be able to keep a big customer from moving to another source, but
we can find another customer to pick up the business. We might not be able to
cure our co-worker's problems, but we can lend a helping hand, or a listening
ear. We may not be in a position to accomplish change from the top down, but
we can actively work on accomplishing change from the bottom up. Sometimes,
a "small" accomplishment is all it takes to accomplish mighty things.

Do not feel helpless. This too will pass. Help where you can.

Lack of focus. Often, we get discouraged because we have a lack of focus -- in
other words, we don't know what we want. Clear, defined goals can make the
difference here. Remember the lesson of the magnifying glass -- we generate a
lot of heat, through the power of concentration. By focusing on what we want out
of our lives, we bring our world and our needs into sharper resolution. We can
see more clearly, because we have the focus on where we want to go, and how.

Uncontrollable change. This is really a common problem. Change, by its very
nature is difficult to control. The best thing we can do is control how we deal with
it. We may lose our job, but we can choose to find a better one. We may have
technological change thrust upon us -- but we can choose to go with it. Change is
not necessarily bad, even if it's not controlled.

For most of us, the changes that are in our life are merely stepping stones to a
new world. Our future is ahead of us -- our life awaits us; it doesn't really matter
where we have been; what matters is where we are going.

Accept inevitable change. Accept it rapidly. Make it your own. It's all right to
remember the past, but don't dwell on it. Usually, you'll find that the change is
something that you can live with -- and you may even like it!

There are changes in our lives that are deeply distressing; I know that. The loss
of a loved one, or health concerns are examples of changes that we could do
without -- no matter when they come. But the only way to deal with those sort of
changes is to actively work to keep them from coming. We make the changes to
avoid bad problems before the problems become likely. After the loved one has
passed away, there's nothing we can do but accept it, and move on.



Outside events. We cannot usually control outside events -- but we can choose
to control how we respond to them. This is a difficult lesson to learn, but it's one
that we must learn to control our mood. We cannot stay positive when our mood
depends on the weather. We cannot keep on the right path when we're
constantly letting our eyes wander onto other paths. We must keep ourselves
focused on where we want to go -- and keep outside events where they belong --
outside.

Like the common cold, discouragement is something that we all get from time to
time. Unlike the common cold, it can be treated successfully, by keeping
ourselves focused and actively working on where we want to go, and by
choosing to make a difference on the way there.
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