Managing disappointments  (Phil Race)
(Adapted by the author from Race, P. (2003) How to study Oxford, UK: Blackwell).
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Sometimes things just don’t turn out as you would have wished them to turn out! Perhaps you don’t get the grade or mark expected, or you reckon you deserved. Or you trusted someone and they let you down. Or you made a sound suggestion or proposal and it was turned down. Or you didn’t succeed in an interview and don’t get the job you really wanted. We all have to cope with disappointments now and then. But perhaps we need to do more than just cope? 

Let’s look at ways we can manage our disappointments. First we’ll look at ways of coming to terms with a disappointment, then we’ll explore some ways of getting over it.
1 Check first that you really have a disappointment. If you’re simply disappointed that someone else didn’t do something in particular, that doesn’t really count – you don’t actually own that sort of disappointment. When you really have a disappointment to deal with, it’s much closer than someone else letting you down – it could even be about you feeling you’ve let yourself down.

2 Check next the scale of your disappointment. They come in many shapes and sizes. They’re accompanied by many different emotions depending on the circumstances. The tips below span a wide range of possibilities; your disappointment is likely to link directly to only some of these, so it will be useful to look through the rest of these tips and be really selective – choose and use the tips that are likely to be directly useful to you.

3 Don’t pretend, even to yourself, that it doesn’t hurt.  Disappointments often hurt. In fact, they usually hurt. You may not want to show other people how much you’re hurt, but you can be honest with yourself. 

4 Don’t keep turning the disappointment over in your mind till you become bitter or cynical. That won’t improve the situation – and indeed can make it feel worse. It is indeed useful and sensible to analyse the situation during your journey out of the feelings of disappointment, but only so long as you’re still gaining insight into what you can do in the future to minimise that particular sort of disappointment happening again, or hitting you so hard, should it happen again.

5 Console yourself that you’re in good company. Everyone around you has had disappointments. Everyone will have further disappointments in the future. So will you. The present one is very unlikely to turn out to be the biggest disappointment in your entire life. Get real about it! And if it really is? Well then, cheer up, you’re one of the elite few who have already had their very worst disappointment, and life will get better from now on!
6 Recognise that at least part of your feelings are a form of grief. You’ve lost something, even though it may only have been something you didn’t ever have. You’ve lost a chance, an opportunity, a particular hope. You’ve missed out on a particular target or ambition. But with a genuine disappointment, all the grieving in the world can not turn the tables and give you exactly what it was that you wanted. There may be a next time, or perhaps not. So don’t grieve for too long.

7 Probe your emotions further: how do you feel disappointed? There may be one or more of several things going on in your mind. You may be angry – for example at an injustice, or angry with yourself. You may be depressed – perhaps at the thought of not feeling able to reach a target you’d set yourself – or not reaching standards other people expect of you. You may be afraid – for example that you may fail, or won’t be able to cope, or that you will let other people down.  It’s useful to sort out your particular mix of emotions, then to tackle each one in the most appropriate way as follows.

· if you’re angry: are you angry at other people, or at yourself? If the latter, it’s relatively straightforward to plan how in future not to make yourself so angry with yourself. You may have to be more reasonable about what you should expect from yourself. Similarly, other people. You might want to put the system right – for yourself next time, or for other people in the same situation.

· if you’re depressed: this is most likely to be due to the consequences of your disappointment. You may be able to improve on these consequences – at least next time a similar situation arises. 

· if you’re afraid: you may do well to think about what you can do to minimise the future effects of your fear – possibly about how to raise your own performance levels beyond the fear level. 
8. Face up to the humiliation. That’s often what causes the real pain associated with a disappointment. Sometimes it’s quite easy to accept not being able to have something, or do something, of even be something, but it’s harder to cope with other people seeing that such is the case. How many other people? Remind yourself that the vast majority of the population of planet Earth have absolutely no idea you’ve had that disappointment – nor indeed would they think twice about it if they were told about it. Humiliation? The scale is actually quite limited.
9. Be logical about any injustice you feel you’ve had done to you. Many disappointments are associated with injustices. Sometimes the injustice is very real – for example if you did an excellent piece of work, but got a poor grade, or if you were by far the best candidate for the job and someone else got it. However, the fact remains that such elements of injustice are often quite irreversible. If you were to make a fuss, the decision would remain the same (and you’d risk further embarrassment). In such circumstances, the only safe thing to do is to let the injustice go – don’t hang on to feeling bad about it – or you’d just end up damaging yourself and no-one else.
10. Get past the ‘I wish I hadn’t done that!’ reaction. If the disappointment is linked to an exam you didn’t pass because you didn’t revise for it, or a job you didn’t get because you said silly things at the interview, or a person you didn’t impress because you took entirely the wrong approach – it’s happened now. The only value of ‘I wish I hadn’t done that!’ is that you’ll know better what to do in the next set of similar circumstances. The learning payoff is useful and significant. This ‘if only I …’ agenda is virtual. Once you have worked that out, it’s time to translate it from the past tense to the future tense: ‘next time I’m in this situation, I’m going to try to…’.
11. Go beyond wallowing. Every disappointment can be regarded as an opportunity to build for the future. Just as we often learn a lot from getting things wrong, we can indeed learn yet more from occasions where we feel wronged. 
12. Ask yourself: perhaps this dream just wasn’t meant to come true? When we’re disappointed, it’s dangerously easy only to see the positive aspects of what it would have been like if we’d got our way. We’re all too easily quite blind to all the things which might have gone wrong if our dream had come true. Some such dreams could have turned out to be nightmares.
13. Remind yourself that you’re still the same person. You haven’t suddenly become a lesser person. You might indeed feel like a lesser person, in that you’re a mortified person – perhaps a justifiably mortified person. You may not have had an opportunity you wanted to be something different, or to do something different or to have something different, but you’re still you. When you’ve come to terms with your disappointment – managed it – you will be a stronger person. Sadder perhaps, but more robust, more experienced, more understanding of other people’s disappointments, and better able to cope with your own next disappointment. The next set of suggestions aims to provide some positive actions you can do on your way to recovery.

Recovering from a disappointment

Next we explore some of the things you can do to climb back out of that disappointment.

1 Re-examine your expectations. Sometimes we expect too much – of ourselves, of other people, of both. Were you expectations inappropriate, or unfeasible, or unrealistic in the first place? If so, your disappointment is at least partly something which you let yourself in for.

2 Talk out your disappointment – and what you’ve learned from it. This is one of the best ways of getting it out of your system and letting it go, while still building on what it’s taught you. The ideal person to talk to in this context is someone who is good at listening, and will question you about your feelings and your plans to minimise similar disappointments in future, and will help you to clarify your own thinking. Don’t just be content with someone who merely offers advice. 
3 Don’t outstay people’s sympathy. You may well have people around you who are sympathetic and understanding, and join in your grief for whatever it was you wanted but have been denied. Such sympathy can indeed be consoling – for a while. But sooner or later, other people will regard your disappointment as over and done with, and they won’t continue to be sympathetic indefinitely.

4 Be sensible about the timescale of your disappointment. Even if you felt humiliated, not many people will be thinking twice about it a week later. Probably no-one will remember it a month later. The danger is that you could continue to dwell on it, long after anyone else has forgotten about it. And in any case you wouldn’t be doing yourself any good continuing to revisit the hurt.

5 Lick your wounds, and get on with things. Plan NOW for next time. After a damaging disappointment, you may not be ready to get on ‘full steam ahead’ yet. But you can start moving again. This is the time to be realistic – no day dreams, no brain surgery, no impossible targets. Work out what advice you can offer yourself for similar situations in future. Gradually as you move ahead, the disappointment will be left further behind. It will gradually fade. It may never completely disappear, but it will become less and less significant to you.

6 Acknowledge any weaknesses. These are part of your learning from the disappointment. Look at each weakness as an as yet under-developed competence. Once acknowledged, plan to side-step any weaknesses so that they become less significant. Look around you at what other people do about the same sorts of weaknesses. 

7 What could you have done differently? Sometimes that will be very clear, and the learning payoff associated with the disappointment will be fairly straightforward to pin down. If however there was nothing you could have done differently, perhaps the disappointment was more to do with having had unjustified starry eyed optimism, and the learning payoff is about getting better at keeping your feet on the ground in future?

8 Build on the experience. All experience has at least some value, even when it’s only that it helps us to get to know ourselves better. ‘Sadder and wiser’ are words offering little comfort but a lot of realism. We can only become wiser by learning from each experience of disappointment, and planning how to reduce the risk of repeating it next time round. The experience we gain helps us to manage ourselves more effectively, including those future times when we just aren’t going to get what we think we want.

