
THE ALCHEMY OF HOPE:  
FROM DESPAIR TO RENEWAL IN 

COACHING AND LEADERSHIP
Hope isn’t a concept we think into existence, says Simon Goland. 
It is a physiological state we return to when safety, connection, 

and aliveness are restored.
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WHEN HOPE FEELS FAR AWAY
I once sat across from a senior executive whose résumé could have 
doubled as a corporate legend. But that day, something had broken 
open in her. She stared at the table, eyes clouded, and said quietly, ‘I 
don’t know if what I do matters any more.’

It wasn’t burnout or depression. It was despair- that heavy, silent 
cousin of exhaustion that creeps in when purpose feels like a myth we 
once believed.

Without hope, our work as coaches, leaders, 
and supervisors loses its vital spark - the 
animating current that keeps us oriented 

toward life rather than away from it

In moments like these, the word hope can sound almost naïve. What 
use is hope when glaciers are melting, geopolitical chaos seems to be 
on steroids, organisations are restructuring for the fifth time this year, 
and the most common phrase in boardrooms is ‘doing more with less?’

And yet, without hope, our work as coaches, leaders, and supervisors 
loses its vital spark- the animating current that keeps us oriented 
toward life rather than away from it.

HOPE BEYOND POSITIVITY
Hope, as I have come to understand, is not an emotion or an 
outcome. It is a practice. It is a posture of the body and spirit that 
allows us to keep engaging with what is difficult without collapsing 
into cynicism or false optimism.

In my early years as a coach, I unconsciously treated hope as a kind 
of performance enhancer. It was the energetic fuel for reaching goals, 
achieving targets, crafting shiny visions of success. We had formulas for 
everything- SMART goals, accountability structures, 360 feedback. Hope 
was the background music to a culture obsessed with forward motion.

But as coaching evolved, so did my understanding. Hope is not the 
same as positivity. The former requires courage; the latter often avoids 
discomfort. Hope, when embodied, is not an escape from despair but 
a willingness to sit beside it- to breathe, listen, and wait for the next 
right movement to reveal itself.

The opposite of despair isn’t blind hope. It is embodied presence.

THE SOMATIC GROUND OF HOPE
I once worked with a CEO who was brilliant, strategic, and perpetually 
exhausted. She described feeling as though she was ‘carrying the 
company on her back.’ Her body told the story long before her mind 
caught up, with hunched shoulders, a jaw perpetually clenched, 
breath that rarely travelled below the collarbones.

We explored this state through somatic presence, inquiry, and 
awareness. As she softened, her breath deepened, colour returned to 
her face, and she whispered, ‘I feel… hopeful. For no reason.’

The opposite of despair isn’t blind hope. 
It is embodied presence.

That moment reminded me that hope is not an idea we think into 
existence. It is a physiological state we return to when safety, 
connection, and aliveness are restored.
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Neuroscience confirms what our wise bodies have always known: 
hope begins below the neck. The vagus nerve- that wandering bridge 
between gut, heart, and brain- carries most of its messages upward, 
from body to mind, not the other way around. Which means that the 
stories we tell ourselves about the future are profoundly shaped by 
the state of our nervous system in the present.

When we are in a sympathetic state - mobilised for action, braced 
for survival- our world view naturally contracts. Hope feels far away 
because our biology is doing its job, protecting us from threat. When 
we collapse into dorsal parasympathetic shutdown, the body’s 
energy drops, our breath flattens, and even imagining possibility feels 
impossible. It is not a mindset problem; it is a physiological state of our 
being. True hope emerges when we come home to the ventral vagal 
state, which is that place of grounded safety where body and heart 
remember connection. In this state, curiosity returns. Our gaze lifts. We 
can feel others again. The future begins to shimmer with faint possibility.

This is why we cannot think or will our way from despair to hope. No 
amount of re-framing, affirmations, or positive thinking can override 
a nervous system that doesn’t feel safe. We must work through and 
with the body- through breath, through presence and grounding, 
through gentle co-regulation with another human being who can hold 
presence when ours falters.

True hope emerges when we come home 
to the ventral vagal state, which is that 

place of grounded safety where body and 
heart remember connection

Hope, then, is not a motivational speech. It is the nervous system 
remembering safety after fear, the heart remembering connection 
after isolation, the lungs remembering to exhale after holding too 
much for too long. It is not fragile or abstract. It is biological, a 
natural rhythm that returns whenever we stop trying to control, fix, or 
transcend our humanity and instead inhabit it fully. When we begin 
to see hope as a somatic process rather than an emotional luxury, we 
start to understand why some of the most hopeful people are not the 
ones shouting optimism from the rooftops, but those who know how 
to pause, breathe, and stay present in the middle of uncertainty.

HOPE IN RELATIONSHIP: THE ENNEAGRAM AND 
THE HUMAN PATTERN
One of the most illuminating frameworks I have found for exploring 
hope and despair (as well as pretty much anything else relevant to 
human development and awakening) is the Enneagram, as a living 
mirror for how we habitually lose and rediscover our core essence. 
At its heart, the Enneagram is a map of remembrance. It describes 
nine ways we human beings forget who we truly are, and the nine 
pathways to come home to our essence. Each type represents a 
particular flavour of disconnection, a specific strategy for surviving 
a world that once felt too much. For us coaches, it is important to 
realise that the Enneagram is not about self-improvement in its 
deepest purpose. It really is about self-liberation. The Enneagram 
doesn’t ask, ‘How can I become a better version of my personality?’ 
It asks, ‘What would remain if I stopped organising my life around 
my personality’s fears?’

Hope is biological, a natural rhythm 
that returns whenever we stop trying to 
control, fix, or transcend our humanity 

and instead inhabit it fully

When viewed through this lens, the Enneagram becomes a luminous 
compass for navigating despair. It reveals the precise moment where 
hope disappears, be it the subtle contraction, the loss of contact 
with presence, the movement away from the heart. Yet, it also shows 
how hope is restored, by relaxing the structures that obscure what is 
already here, present within the client, the leader, and the coach.

In the Enneagram, each type, in its own way, forgets hope:

•	 Type 1 loses hope when the world refuses to be perfect.

•	 Type 2, when love feels conditional.

•	 Type 3, when success stops delivering worth.

•	 Type 4, when beauty turns melancholic.

•	 Type 5, when knowledge fails to provide safety.

•	 Type 6, when trust feels foolish.

•	 Type 7, when pleasure loses its shine.

•	 Type 8, when control doesn’t protect (decades of experience for
me personally with this one).

•	 Type 9, when peace demands conflict.

But within each Enneagram type lies the seed of hope’s restoration. As 
a Type 8 myself, I lose hope when I mistake tenderness for weakness. 
Hope returns when I soften, which is when power and vulnerability are 
invited to coexist. For a Type 6, hope may emerge through embodied 
trust, when the person opens to a somatically sensed and felt 
evidence that the world is not only dangerous. For a Type 4, hope is 
rediscovered in ordinariness- the quiet beauty of washing dishes and 
being enough without needing to be special. A Type 4 client once told 
me, through tears, ‘I am scared there is nothing underneath.’ Minutes 
later, she added, almost surprised, ‘But this nothing… feels alive.’

That is the return of hope- quiet, cellular, real.

Hope that excludes despair becomes brittle. Hope that includes it 
becomes unbreakable.

THE SHADOW OF FALSE HOPE
Coaches and leaders, by nature, are merchants of hope. We help 
people believe change is possible. But there is danger when hope 
becomes performance, when we use it to bypass pain rather than be 
transformed by it. False hope sounds like this:

‘It will all work out.’
‘Everything happens for a reason.’
‘Just stay positive.’

These phrases, though well-intentioned, often silence the deeper 
truth trying to surface. Authentic hope doesn’t deny despair; it 
metabolises it. As coaches, we must ask ourselves: are we offering 
hope as medicine or as distraction? Are we holding the tension long 
enough for something real to emerge, or rushing to fix discomfort 
because we can’t bear it?
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Hope that excludes despair becomes 
brittle. Hope that includes it becomes 

unbreakable

I have learned that sometimes the most hopeful thing we can say is, 
‘Yes, this is hard. And you are not alone.’

HOPE AS PRACTICE, NOT CONCEPT
So how do we cultivate hope that is embodied, grounded, and 
actionable?

1. Begin with the body.
Notice where hope or hopelessness lives somatically. Is it 
heaviness in the chest? Numbness behind the eyes? Simply 
naming it begins to restore movement.

2. Breathe, then listen.
Despair contracts attention. Hope expands it. Breath restores 
physiology before meaning can return.

3. Ask questions that honour mystery.
Try: ‘What is life asking of you right now?’ instead of ‘What do 
you want to achieve?’

4. Normalise despair.
You only despair over what you love. Despair is care in layers of 
disguise.

5. Cultivate communal hope.
Hope grows in relationship, with nervous systems regulating 
each other, stories weaving into shared meaning.

6. Turn hope into micro-action.
Small acts- a courageous conversation, a walk instead of 
another meeting - signal to the psyche that movement is still 
possible.

7. Use humour wisely.
A well-timed laugh reminds the body that aliveness persists. 
Laughter is hope’s most playful expression.

THE ALCHEMY OF HOPE IN LEADERSHIP
Leaders, perhaps more than anyone, live at the crossroads of hope 
and despair. They are asked to hold vision amid volatility, to inspire 
without pretending certainty. The most powerful leaders I have 
coached aren’t those radiating relentless optimism. They are those 
who can stand in ambiguity and still stay open.

A leader once asked me, ‘How do I give hope to my team when I don’t 
feel any myself?’

‘Don’t give them hope,’ I said. ‘Show them humanity.’

He began speaking more honestly, acknowledging his own 
uncertainty, inviting co-creation. The result was not instant morale, 
but mutual respect. Hope grew out of honesty, rather than invented 
illusion. Hope thrives where truth is spoken. It withers under pretence.

SUPERVISION: WHERE HOPE LEARNS TO BREATHE
In supervision, we meet both our clients’ despair and our own. It is 
here that our relationship with hope becomes most personal. I often 
invite practitioners to ‘give their despair a chair.’ Naming it, sitting 
it beside us, acknowledging its right to exist is a simple act that lets 
hope re-enter the room. Hope, like a shy animal, rarely appears when 
chased. It comes when we are still enough to notice it approaching.

Supervision restores the somatic ground of hope. It reminds us that even 
the most experienced coaches need to re-source- to reconnect with the 
breath, the body, and the wider field of meaning that holds our work.

THE FUTURE OF HOPE
If coaching began in the fluorescent-lit boardrooms of performance 
and productivity, perhaps its next evolution is into the softer light 
of presence and humanity. Hope, I suspect, will be our compass in 
that evolution, as a focused and intentional practice of embodied 
resilience and relational truth.

Hope, like a shy animal, rarely appears 
when chased. It comes when we are still 

enough to notice it approaching

As I write this, I sit outside feeling cool air on my skin. The world is 
both burning and blooming. Hope doesn’t wait for perfection before it 
visits. It simply asks us to stay present and available- to breathe, to act 
when we can, and to rest when we can’t.

Our planet, our societies, our organisations- we all need a little hope 
right now. But not the brittle kind that demands constant progress. 
We need the tender yet unwavering hope that can hold paradox, 
that knows how to grieve and still get up in the morning. As coaches 
and leaders, we are not distributors of hope. We are its gardeners, 
preparing the soil through attention, compassion, embodiment, and 
truth. And when we forget, as we all do, may we laugh, breathe, and 
begin again. Because hope, mercifully, never runs out of patience.
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