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Commentary

Beck et al. [1] devised a scale that they named the Hopelessness Scale, a measure of pessimism. 
They gave a 20-item questionnaire (with items scored as true or false) to depressed and non-depressed 
psychiatric patients and also showed the items to clinicians. Based on the responses from these 
sources, they modified the items. To establish its reliability, the 20-item scale was administered to 294 
attempted suicides, and the Cronbach alpha was 0.93. Lester (2001) argued that the Hopelessness 
Scale had items relevant to both hopelessness and helplessness. For example, I might as well give 
up because I can't make things better for myself measures helplessness. He decided to create scales 
to measure hopelessness and helplessness and, for completeness, haplessness. The HHH Scale was 
published in 2001 [2].

The Background of Hopelessness, Helplessness, and Haplessness

Hopelessness

Hopelessness is defined as having a negative, pessimistic attitude towards the future and losing 
motivation towards the future. Hopelessness generally means that the person defines himself/herself 
with negative characteristics, has negative expectations about the future, and accepts negative life 
events as unchangeable and general [3]. In the Cognitive Model developed by Beck [4] for depression, 
hopelessness is defined as a person's negative attitude towards himself/herself and the world. In 
parallel with the same idea, Abramson et al. [5] proposed a Cognitive Stress Vulnerability Model to 
understand the development and maintenance of depression. According to this model, people, who 
accept negative life events as unchangeable and general in nature and also have negative outcome 
expectations, have an increased risk of developing psychopathological symptoms when they encounter 
negative experiences.

Abstract
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Empirical studies have shown that hopelessness-based stress 
proneness patterns predict both depression symptoms and a diagnosis 
of depression [6–10]. In addition to predicting depression, 
hopelessness has a positive relationship with anxiety symptoms in 
clinical samples [11,12]. Hopelessness also has a strong relationship 
with symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms 
resulting from negative life events that directly or indirectly threaten 
a person's life [13,14]. This may explain why depression is often 
a common symptom in PTSD cases. Studies conducted with 
psychotic individuals have found that individuals who are highly 
aware of having this form of psychopathology have higher levels 
of hopelessness about the future than those who have no insight or 
less insight [15]. There are also studies showing that hopelessness is 
related to self-compassion [16].

Helplessness

Helplessness as a concept was first proposed by Seligman and 
Maier [17]. Seligman [18] defined learned helplessness as the failure 
of an organism to take any action to control a negative outcome 
although it could control it through its behavior. If the organism 
learns that it cannot control a certain outcome, no matter what 
behavior it engages in, it will expect failure and will not be able to 
perform the necessary behaviors even if it could control the outcome 
through its behavior in similar situations [19]. The concept of learned 
helplessness was proposed by Seligman based on animal studies in 
a laboratory environment and then adapted for humans by Hiroto 
and Seligman [20]. Helplessness is a strong belief characterized by a 
people's lack of self-confidence in social roles and other situations, 
not believing that their own initiative will solve problems, and 
thinking that they cannot control their life [21]. 

Helplessness develops through learning from past experiences, 
when people decide that they cannot control events. The basic 
assumption is that the individual's passivity, inability to take 
action, and the feeling of not being able to control their life and 
what happens to them, all develop as a result of negative life events 
and traumas that they unsuccessfully tried to control and that they 
generalize to future situations.

Symptoms of psychopathology often emerge after a negative life 
event as a result of the level of inadequacy in the person's perception 
of control [22]. According to the Helplessness-Hopelessness Theory 
of Depression and Anxiety [22], which expanded the Hopelessness 
Theory of Depression [5], symptoms of psychopathology emerge 
after a negative life event depending on the level of control the person 
perceives in himself and the extent to which the outcome of the 
event is fixed and unchangeable. There is a very strong and positive 
relationship between the feeling of helplessness that the person 
experiences as a result of past experiences, which includes a belief 
that he cannot control events and expectations of failure, and the 
levels of psychopathological symptoms [23]. Helplessness is observed 
more clearly in clinically depressed individuals than in clinically non-
depressed individuals [23]. 

Within the framework of the theories mentioned above, 
hopelessness is more dominant in depression, while the feeling of 
helplessness is more prominent than hopelessness in anxiety disorders 
[24,25]. The Helplessness-Hopelessness Theory of Depression and 
Anxiety clarifies both the co-occurrence of depression and anxiety 
disorders and the relationship between them [22]. According to the 
theory, in cases where anxiety and depression symptoms are seen 

together, the feeling of helplessness (negative life events cannot be 
controlled) is more dominant while, in cases where only depression 
symptoms are seen, hopelessness (perception of negative events as 
unchangeable and general) is more dominant [26,24].

Haplessness

Haplessness is the belief that one's life and the events we 
experience are controlled by something other than themselves: luck, 
fate or by chance [27], Haplessness is a concept closely related to 
locus of control. According to Rotter [28,29], locus of control has 
two basic dimensions: an internal locus of control and an external 
locus of control. People with an internal locus of control perceive 
themselves as having control over their lives and believe that the 
events they experience will be affected by their own behaviors and 
the results of their behaviors. However, people with an external locus 
of control think that their own behaviors and the results of their 
behaviors do not impact their lives or the events they experience. 
People with external locus of control think that events are controlled 
by external factors such as fate, luck, or powerful others [2].

It is thought that haplessness is related to psychopathology as 
much as hopelessness and helplessness. The person's evaluation of 
their control over the problematic situations that they encounter is 
one of the main factors determining the person's well-being [30]. It 
is generally thought that there is a significant positive relationship 
between the tendency to believe in external locus of control and 
psychopathology such as anxiety disorders [24,31]. A person's 
perception of locus of control is also important in the emergence, 
continuation and the response to treatment of psychotic disorders 
[32]. There is a positive relationship between psychotic disorders and 
the belief that control of life and events lies in external factors such 
as fate and luck [33]. In addition, it has been observed that psychotic 
patients who have a strong belief that they are in control of events 
have better treatment compliance and treatment outcomes [34].

Variables Related to Hopelessness, Helplessness, and 
Haplessness

Research on the variables of hopelessness, helplessness, and 
haplessness has identified many correlates of the variables. For 
example, women perceive the causes of events to be more internal, 
general, and unchangeable compared than do men [35], leading to 
an increase in hopelessness and helplessness [36]. 

Attribution styles are also among the variables related to 
hopelessness, helplessness, and haplessness. There is a strong 
connection between the tendency to perceive negative events 
as caused by unchangeable, general and internal reasons and 
hopelessness, helplessness, and haplessness [19]. These variables, 
which are influenced by learning, are affected by environmental 
conditions, especially the family environment. Learning attributional 
styles in the family environment and the consistency between 
parental attributional styles and children's attributional styles impact 
the thoughts of hopelessness, helplessness, and haplessness [37]. 
These feelings are more prevalent in people exposed to traumatic 
experiences [38].

Although studies on genetic characteristics have not found 
a direct relationship between hopelessness, helplessness, and 
haplessness, twin studies indicate that the external attributional style, 
which is closely related to these variables, can be affected by genetic 
characteristics [39]. Characteristics such as intelligence, health and 
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courage, which are thought to be affected by genetic transmission, 
affect attributional styles. Therefore, it may be more accurate to 
interpret the genetic characteristics as affecting attributional styles 
indirectly rather than directly [39].

Another variable related to hopelessness, helplessness and 
haplessness, especially the tendency to attribute events to external 
factors, is negative self-esteem. Peterson and Seligman [37] found 
that people with lower self-esteem tended to perceive events as 
uncontrollable and to have more negative expectations about the 
future, as well as having lower perceptions of personal control. 

The optimism-pessimism personality trait is among the variables 
related to hopelessness, helplessness and haplessness. Even if a person 
tends to perceive negative life events as unchangeable and general, 
their optimism is an important factor in terms of their perception 
of control [40]. A person's optimism strengthens their belief that 
negative events can be changed and controlled by themselves and is 
a protective factor against feelings of helplessness and despair [40].

In addition, it is expected that the feelings of hopelessness, 
helplessness, and haplessness make it difficult for the person to use 
their problem-solving skills. The deterioration or inadequacy in 
problem-solving skills is related to the belief in the controllability 
of the problem [41], and inadequacy in problem-solving skills can 
lead to hopelessness [42]. Hopelessness and helplessness are related 
to negative problem-solving orientation, and haplessness is closely 
related to a fatalistic style and, therefore, reduces people’s motivation 
to use their problem-solving skills [43].

There are also relationships between personality traits and 
hopelessness, helplessness, and haplessness. Hopelessness and 
helplessness scores have negative relationships with the personality 
traits of extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness and openness, 
and a negative relationship with neuroticism on the Big Five 
personality test. In Vatan’s study [44], the haplessness dimension 
had a negative relationship with conscientiousness and neuroticism. 
The correlation coefficients of the haplessness sub-dimension were 
much lower than the others (hopelessness and helplessness). Vatan 
et al. [45] found that hopelessness, helplessness and haplessness had 
significant associations with emotion regulation skills, while Vatan 
and Dağ [25] reported that, for females, high levels of hopelessness 
and haplessness were important predictors of symptoms of 
depression, anxiety, and somatization.

Suicidal Ideation

The HHH Scale has also been found to predict suicidal ideation. 
For example, in samples of Turkish and American undergraduate 
students, Gençöz, et al. [46] found that scores of the hopelessness 
and helplessness subscales were positively associated with suicidal 
ideation, providing evidence for the construct validity of the subscale 
scores. Interestingly, hopelessness was the strongest predictor of 
suicidal ideation in the Turkish respondents, whereas helplessness 
was the strongest predictor of suicidal ideation in the American 
respondents. 

Conclusion and Suggestions for Future Studies

To date (March 10, 2025), the original article on the Hopelessness 
Scale [1] has received 8,514 citations according to Google Scholar. 
After Émile Durkheim’s book Le Suicide published in 1897, the 
Hopelessness Scale may be the most cited article in the field of 
suicidology. However, in 1974, researchers were not concerned with 

citations and so, in retrospect, if Beck, et al. had put the word suicide 
in the title of the article, it would be recognized as one of the most 
cited articles on suicide. As of March 10, 2025, the HHH Scale had 
65 citations! In addition to the 10-items scales, Lester also developed 
brief 4-item scales to measure the three components of the HHH 
Scale. The reliability of the 10-item scale form both in non-clinical 
samples [2,47] and in clinical samples [48] is good.

However, of those who have used the HHH Scale in their 
research, not everyone uses all three subscales. For example, 
McClintock, et al. [49] studied treatment effects on hopelessness 
using the HHH subscale, Smetana [50] studied the relations between 
hopelessness, mental health and stigma also using the hopelessness 
subscale, and Hanson [51] assessed possible mediation models of 
hopelessness between self-compassion and burnout. The usefulness 
of having three subscales is illustrated by a study by Shamloo and 
Cox [52] who found that all three subscale scores were associated 
with intrinsic motivation in college students, while only helplessness 
and hopelessness scores were associated with extrinsic motivation.

Considering the above-mentioned theoretical background 
information and current research findings, it is recommended that 
this scale be disseminated and used more. A broader use of the scale 
is recommended both to understand the relationships between these 
three variables and to study the effects of these three on psychological 
variables. 
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