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LESS STRESS MORE HAPPINESS – Dr. Baruch Elitzur
Theoretical Explanations – Optimism vs. Pessimism


In recent years, many professional articles have been published on the subject of physical and emotional harm subsequent to a pessimistic outlook on life.  The popular press was quick to quote these articles and to convince the public to develop an optimistic attitude.  The main argument was: Optimistic people are healthier, more sociable, more successful, and happier than pessimistic people.  Since most pessimistic people tend toward caution, and most optimistic people tend toward daring, the reader is referred to the chapter entitled "Cautious vs. Daring" on this website.

In my therapy work with couples I observed that in most cases, one leans toward pessimism, while the other tends toward optimism.   I also noticed in the children of those couples, that some are optimistic, and others pessimistic.  I asked myself, are the children imitating the parents in their different outlook on life, or is it possible that there is a genetic tendency for each of the two tendencies?  My conclusions are that as with any trait, the tendency toward pessimism or optimism is influenced by heredity and environment intertwined.  From an evolutionary perspective, one can suppose that each of these traits contributed, in a different manner, to survival of prehistoric man.  On the other hand, no doubt that imitation of the parents can influence the development of these characteristics.  I assume that frightening experiences can turn a naturally optimistic person to a pessimistic one. However, positive experiences will not turn a natural pessimist to an optimist.  As with any personality trait, when these traits are expressed in an extreme way, they can disrupt adaptation and can give rise to frictions in family life.

     I propose to divide the optimistic and pessimistic traits into four sub-traits:

· Positive optimism

· Negative optimism

· Positive pessimism

· Negative pessimism

Positive Optimism

     These people have a daring personality.  In prehistoric times, they were excellent hunters.  In modern society, they tend to take logical risks in their work and in their leisure time.  For example: In the course of their work, they are entrepreneurs, they profit on the stock market, enjoy adventure expeditions and sports that are not too dangerous.  As parents, they encourage their children to participate in experiences that are not too dangerous.  Since the stress hormone level in their bodies is generally low, they are healthier than the average, they live longer, they do not suffer from anxieties, and they are content with their lot in life.

Negative Optimism

These people have an overly daring personality.  In prehistoric times, they were excellent hunters, but in most cases, they died at a young age, because they were preyed upon first, or they fell down from high trees.  In modern society, they tend to take illogical risks in their work and in their leisure time.  For example: Subsequent to poor judgment, they fail in professional entrepreneurship, lose money on the stock market, are physically injured on outings and in sport, and they cause traffic accidents due to careless driving.  As parents, they encourage their children to take part in high-risk experiences.  Due to the fact that their stress hormonal level is very high, subsequent to dangerous activity, they tend to contract a variety of physical problems, and their life-span may be shorter than average also because of accidents.

Positive Pessimism 

These people tend to be cautious.  In prehistoric times, they joined hunting groups and used to warn the daring members of possible dangers.  In modern society, they tend to cautious behavior in their work as well as in their leisure time.  For example, they tend toward avoiding professional initiatives, because they feel more secure in their routine work.  In their spare time, they will play sport games that are not risky, and if they ski, they will choose only the easy slopes.  Due to their caution, they cause fewer accidents compared to negative optimists.

Negative Pessimism
These people tend to avoid even activity with low risk level.  In Prehistoric times, it is presumed that they did not join the hunters, and they used to warn their family members of minute dangers, since they were overly cautious. It is presumed that they died at an older age than the other tribe members.  In modern society, they tend to be overly cautious  at work, as well as in leisure time.  This exaggerated caution can cause the phenomenon of avoidance.  Many of them avoid flights, going up in elevators, mountain climbing, entering caves, bicycle riding, and even driving on congested highways. A large number of people suffering from anxiety are in this category. Because the level of their stress hormones is very high, they tend to contract a variety of physical problems, and their life-span may be shorter than average.  


I implement this approach of mine in my therapy work, and the next example illustrates it:

Case Description

Linda and Howard came for couple therapy due to friction about certain subjects.  At one of the sessions, Linda brought up for discussion her tendency toward pessimism and obsessive thoughts. 

“Why do I think about possible catastrophes all day?” Linda asked in a worried voice. 

“These obsessive thoughts bother me and interfere with falling asleep, and they are quite irritating to Howard. Howard claims that I am a pessimistic type, that I always see things as black and am always fearful of catastrophes.  Compared to me, he is very optimistic.  Can you help me become optimistic like Howard?”

“Undoubtedly, these negative thoughts do not contribute positively to your life,” I replied in a supportive voice. “On the other hand, I also understand Howard, for whom these thoughts are also irritating. In my opinion, your being a pessimistic type, is essentially a very positive trait that contributes to your marriage, and thus I have no intention of helping you become an optimistic type exactly like him.”

Howard regarded me with a strange look, saying: “From the day we married, I have tried to convince Linda to be optimistic like me, and now, with one fell swoop, you destroy all that.  Apparently, you did not read about the harm in this outlook.” Howard sounded very disappointed by my approach.

“In my opinion, to a great extent, the tendency toward pessimism or to optimism is hereditary.  Of course, upbringing and life-experiences can contribute a lot to it,” I replied to Howard. “First, I’ll explain what the advantages were in the distant past, of these two opposing tendencies. Let’s imagine a conversation between two men going out to hunt.  One was a pessimist like Linda, and the other, an optimist like you.  The optimist says to his pessimist friend: “Today I’m certain that we’ll be able to hunt the gazelle we saw yesterday by the creek.”  The pessimist replies: “I’m certain that we will not succeed in hunting her, because there’s a good chance that the lion we saw yesterday by the creek would devour us.”  The optimist responds: “Thanks for reminding me about the lion. I suggest that if he approaches us, that we should immediately climb the tall tree by the creek and throw rocks at him.”  The conclusion arising from this conversation between the two hunters is that the optimist’s role was to encourage his pessimistic friend to continue the hunt, while the role of the pessimist was to warn his optimistic friend about the dangers of the environment.

“But” replied Howard provocatively, “I suffer from Linda’s pessimistic approach. It prevents us as a family from doing things, such as skiing, for example.”

“This will sound strange, Howard, if I tell you that in my opinion, one of the reasons you were attracted to Linda was because of her tendency toward a pessimistic approach to life.  Unconsciously, you needed to live with a partner who would warn you against your impulsive decisions which might harm you and your future children.  
You, Linda, one of the reasons you were attracted to Howard was due to his tendency toward optimism. Unconsciously, you were looking for a man who would encourage you to do things that you feared.  From my experience, the majority of couples who live together, one tends toward pessimism, while the other toward optimism.  This phenomenon is also positive for the children. First, they receive genes from both types.  Secondly, one parent encourages the children to take risks in life, while the other parent warns them against lurking dangers.  The problem arises when these traits are expressed in an extreme fashion, because then they change from positive to negative.  The extreme optimist sometimes takes unnecessary risks, and as a result, he and the family members can be hurt.  The extreme pessimist sometimes fears dangers in an extreme way, and as a result, he avoids taking risks which potentially could be positive for himself and for his family.”

Linda interrupted me, saying “This is very logical what you are explaining. I have always been a very level-headed and cautious person, and this trait saved me many times from failures and from dangerous situations.  Many were the times when I warned Howard of various things, and he listened to me.  Later he admitted that my judgment was correct.”

“I would be glad if you would share some examples in which your cautious judgment had a positive influence,” I asked Linda. 

 “I have so many examples,” said Linda with a broad smile. “For example, when Howard drives, I warn him against various mishaps, such as: Don’t speed in this area, because from my experience, the police lurk here, or you’re parked too close to an exit of a private parking area. The car exiting from parking could hit our car.  Many were the times that Howard admitted that my caution saved him from various mishaps.  On the other hand, since I started suffering from anxieties, my caution started to be extreme and negative.  I mean obsessive thoughts. I don’t believe that the obsessive thoughts of the woman who lived in Pre-historic times contributed toward her survival or that of her children.  When I am troubled, I only irritate everyone else.  
Sometimes I feel that they are fed up with me.”  Linda began crying, and Howard quickly laid his hand on her shoulder to calm her. 
 “The role of your obsessive thoughts is to force you to prepare a contingency plan, in order to cope with dangers”, I replied to Linda. “This is exactly what happened to the woman who lived in Pre-historic times.  When she learned that a new lion had come to live in her living area, her thoughts immediately focused on one subject, which was: How to cope with the danger of the lion.  For example, she planned that if the lion attacked from the right, she would climb a tree, and if he attacked from the left, she would hide among the prickly bushes, and that when she went to the river to drink water, she would take a long spear with her.  When she made “contingency plans” for every possible danger, she could calm down relatively, and was able to turn her thoughts to other matters.  Modern man, who suffers from negative obsessive thoughts, generally does not think about appropriate contingency plans.  He is only occupied by thoughts about the danger.”

“I’ll give you an example of a negative thought which often bothers me,” continued Linda with tears in her eyes. “The economic situation in our society is not good. I am constantly worried that Howard may be fired from his job.  Do you want me to think like the woman who lived in the forest that I should find a tree to sleep on with my family?” This time, Linda sounded very sarcastic.

I turned to Howard with this question “Do you too constantly fear being fired?”

His response was immediate: “I don’t know. I don’t even want to think about it. If I do, I will become anxious, like Linda. When I don’t think about it, I’m calm. Why expect negative things?”

“Howard, it’s important to realize that there is a fundamental difference between fear and panic.”  I decided to suggest to Howard a better way to deal with the fear of being fired.  “Fear is a positive emotion, because it helps us muster up energy in order to cope with danger.  On the other hand, we feel panic when we feel helpless, that is, when we have no contingency plan for coping with danger. This is similar to a person who falls into a deep and absolutely dark hole.  
He feels panic when he imagines that the hole may have snakes, scorpions, or other creatures which could harm him. If he has a flashlight, the panic will become fear.  He will light up his surrounding, and even if he discovers dangerous creatures, he will immediately build contingency plans. He may spot a stone which he could throw on the scorpion, or he may try to kill it with his shoe.”

Howard replied in a quiet voice: “I really feel like a person who is about to be thrown into a deep hole and I don’t have a flashlight to light up the surrounding. If I am fired, I don’t know how I would support my wife and two children.”

I decided to help Howard to develop a contingency plan, by raising the most extreme possibility.  “Is there a chance you would commit suicide?” I asked.

“I certainly would not commit suicide. This would completely destroy my family.”

“Is there a chance that you would go crazy and need psychiatric hospitalization?” I continued by raising extreme possibilities.

“I will not go crazy, but I’m sure I would feel anxiety and certainly would not sleep at night,” he answered.

“How do you think people who had families survived World War II?  Some of them worked at any possible job in order to feed their families.  If your fears materialize, would you be willing to work in a restaurant, as a dish-washer or waiter?
“If I won’t have any choice, I would do that,” he answered.

“It seems that we are starting to light the dark cave and to see methods which are likely to contribute to your and your family’s survival” I said, smiling. “Before our next session, I ask that you consult with Linda, and that both of you make a list of all the jobs you could do, in case you won’t be able to find work in computers.”

In our subsequent meetings, Howard presented a long list of possibilities of various jobs. This greatly helped Linda calm down.  In our continuing meetings, I asked Linda to record daily all her negative, obsessive thoughts.  Under each expectation of a negative event, she had to write how she would cope, if the fear would become reality.

 I convinced her that even if the worse expectation would materialize, she would not go crazy and would not commit suicide.  In the first stage, she would be very, very sad. In the second phase, she would do her best to cope and to adapt.  At the end of the therapy, Linda’s pessimistic approach moderated, and she suffered less from these obsessive thoughts.  Howard stopped his attempts to turn Linda into an optimistic person.

***

Footnote to this Chapter:

This chapter was translated from the Hebrew website to English by 

Ruth A. Rin, a bilingual Translator. See her website: www.AlefBetTranslation.com
In the course of the translation process, she and I exchanged some emails. 
On the day she sent me the final version, I received another email, sent to me by my friend Gene Sheiman, http://www.artintel.net
Gene is in charge of creating and maintaining the English website. Gene was not aware that I intended to ask him to add the current chapter to the website.  Prior to opening Ruth’s email, I decided to open Gene’s email, whose heading was:

This is excellent … At least I think so!

This email included  an untitled “Award Winning Animated” video.   To my great surprise, the video humorously illustrated exactly what is described in this chapter. Pessimistic people and optimistic people are unconsciously attracted to each other, and they support each other:

 https://www.youtube.com/embed/g4PnrN2EdAE
I asked Ruth to translate this coincidental experience in order to add it to the chapter.
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