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"It's your little red wagon: You can push it, pull it or just stand and look at it!" That's the deal as I see it. I'm a psychologist and life coach, and I've seen many clients over the years who've presented a variety of different challenges. I don't honestly remember when I started using this metaphor, but I know it was many moons ago. My son, while growing up, heard the little red wagon bit again and again. It's probably a blessing and a curse to have a psychologist for a mother!
What this metaphor represents to me, my son and many of the clients I have had the privilege and honor to assist, is a special, shiny, vibrant red vehicle that transports our hopes, dreams, promise and passion. And in order to embark on a fulfilling journey, stay on the necessary course and ultimately reach our personally desired goals, each of us has to take and maintain control. We have to learn and accept that ultimately our wagon's progress must be engineered and navigated by the one to whom it belongs.
That's actually the good news. The fate of your little red wagon – your life as you wish it to be – is in your hands! Former Secretary of State, General Colin Powell, in his quest to help America's youth, has chosen the "little red wagon" as a symbol of hope and promise for children. I believe this is a wonderful symbol for all ages. To transform the symbol into reality, however, requires not only acceptance of the responsibilities of being in charge of your own happiness and well-being, but also a commitment to acquire the help, information and specific tools that can lead to individually-defined success.
Using this metaphor as a theme in therapy and coaching has involved two major components: First, the focus on identifying the client's goals and dreams; and second, the focus on developing the strengths that are instrumental in achieving those goals and dreams.
Six core strengths – Optimism, Courage, Enthusiasm, Persistence, Living in the Present, and Resilience – are the very means by which these people I have known so well set out and continue to journey on their special paths. I believe that tapping into and fortifying these strengths is not a difficult undertaking, as long as you're equipped with the right information and a mound of motivation, both of which I hope to provide for you here!
I remember being so touched when one client presented me with a miniature Radio Flyer red wagon. It contained flower pots with the following inscriptions: The nouns – hope, spirit, faith, gratitude, wonder, play, adventure, harmony and balance; the verbs – believe, create, search and discover; and, oh yes, the sole adjective – sassy (hmm!). Tied to the handle was a ribbon imprinted with the words imagine, dream, inspire, and a metal sign inscribed Thank You. You better believe that for a psychologist, it just doesn't get any better than that!
According to a Swedish Proverb, "God gives every bird a worm, but He doesn't throw it in the nest." If your little red wagon is not going where you want it to go, here's the good news: Psychology has taken a right turn! It's now in the business of identifying and teaching the skills that foster well-being, in addition to its longtime goal of understanding and treating psychological problems.
At last, the field is paying very special attention to the strengths that help us design and achieve a life filled with joy and purpose, a life characterized by the ability to weather storms valiantly and, in so doing, restore hope, energy and self-confidence for the ongoing adventure.
The movement is called Positive Psychology, and it's about the good life. The individual primarily responsible for igniting this is Martin Seligman, a past president of the American Psychological Association (APA), who, during his tenure in 1998, heralded this as the APA Theme of the Year. Currently there is a groundswell of energy focused on studying and teaching the techniques that enhance the good life. So very exciting!
Which brings me to why I wrote this book and what I hope to accomplish. I would like to help you in the clearest, most concise and most enjoyable way determine the strengths you want to develop, and then provide the information and guidance you need to make it happen. My goal is to appeal to a wide range of people, both hesitant and voracious readers alike. I understand that not everyone is enamored with reading motivational or self-help books. Some people have trouble concentrating or aren't in the habit of reading or don't have the time to devote to such an endeavor. And, of course, there are those who read one self-improvement book after another!
Over the years I've tried to find inspiring and helpful reading materials for all my clients, many of whom have been reluctant readers. I did this because of my belief and experience in the power of using the right materials at the right time. Reading can be a forceful adjunct in therapy, and it also can serve as a powerful resource for motivation and skill-building.
I recall suggesting to an adult client that he read Seligman's groundbreaking book, Learned Optimism, since we were working on that particular strength. The next time I saw him I asked how his reading was going. He said – and I'll never forget this – "He has some interesting things to say, but why doesn't he just cut to the chase?"
Trust me, Seligman's book has a lot of interesting and important things to say, but I understand that for some people brevity and "cutting to the chase" improve the likelihood that they'll find the interest, time and motivation to read and utilize the information. So I decided to write a book that gets right to the point on each of these six core strengths, telling you straightaway why each is important, what its signature elements are, and what needs to be done to make that strength a potent tool in your "take control of the good life" repertoire.
WHAT TO EXPECT
There are facets of this book I would like to explain in advance. It is all about attitude, beliefs, expectations, thinking and behavior. It's about having a choice regarding all those factors. It's about developing the necessary tools to take control and discovering your own personal path. As Carlos Castaneda tells us, "We either make ourselves happy or miserable. The amount of work is the same." And the Chinese Proverb warns, "If we do not change our direction, we are likely to end up where we are headed." Here's what you can look forward to:
QUOTES
You will find a copious selection of quotes, quotes, quotes sprinkled throughout the book. This is part of my plan to keep you interested, give you words to live by and remind you of the wisdom of the ages. For as long as I can remember I have been enamored with sayings and quotations. As a college freshman, I put a "thought for the day" on the door of my dorm room. I learned that I wasn't the only one with this fascination, because if I ever missed a day, the women on my floor voiced their disappointment loudly and clearly!
I've found quotes to be very compelling in my work as a psychologist in clinical and life coaching practice, as well as in my supervision of Masters and Doctoral students in clinical training at Arizona State University. I've encouraged clients and students alike to use a quote almost as a mantra to remind them of the new beliefs, thoughts and behaviors they want to incorporate into their lives.
For example, if a client is feeling resentment toward her boss because she was passed over for a promotion and is having a hard time getting over it, it might be helpful for her to commit to memory the quote by Malachy McCourt: "Resentment is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to die." Or this one from Ann Landers: "Hanging on to resentment is letting someone you despise live rent-free in your head." I'm convinced that most people don't want to be that dumb!
THE TREASURY OF MOTIVATORS
The Treasury of Motivators offers a wealth of strength-generating words and thoughts. These will be helpful in maintaining your motivation and resolve on the journey to your chosen destinations. The Treasury features several components that offer stimulating alternatives to tired old ways of thinking and believing. These include:
Quotes to Dispute Faulty Thinking
There are beliefs or self-statements that get people into trouble again and again, diminishing their ability to master a particular strength. I have highlighted some of the negative beliefs that I've heard over the years and suggested quotes that powerfully compete with them.
Poems, Prose, Songs
These are tools to maintain your motivation and keep your eye on the prize. Commit them to memory or carry them with you. Have them ready when "garbage thinking" descends upon you.
Movie Synopses
This is another motivational tool to keep you on track and to provide you with alternative ways of thinking about your situation. Each movie's theme is in keeping with the chapter in which it appears.
Motivational Quotes
This section presents powerful quotations that speak to specific subject categories such as resentment, change, security, failure/success, dreams and perfectionism. I have made suggestions on which subjects are germane to each strength. So, for example, if you have tendencies toward perfectionism, there are quotes intended to talk you out of that particular dead end way of thinking.
When you are discouraged, disenchanted or afraid, use your Treasury of Motivators to bolster your spirits and renew faith in yourself.
TOOLS & TECHNIQUES TO BUILD YOUR STRENGTHS
There are many strength-building techniques that can get you where you want to go. To do what needs to be done, you'll have to battle errant beliefs, expectations, thoughts, behaviors and habits, and find worthy, positive replacements. You'll also need to manage fear and the stress response. The tools and techniques detailed in Chapter 7 are designed to ensure an exciting, fruitful journey for you and your little red wagon!
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: RECOMMENDED READINGS AND WEBSITES
Books, websites and audiovisual materials that are worthy of your attention are suggested for each strength. Here's to keeping your momentum going, going, going!
OPTIMISM -- Believe You Are a Powerful Force in Your Future
"Consult not your fears but your hopes and dreams. Think not about your frustrations, but about your unfulfilled potential. Concern yourself not with that you have tried and failed in, but with what is still possible for you to do."
Pope John XXIII
With the advancement of Positive Psychology, there has been a great deal of increased interest in the topic of optimism. The voluminous and robust research on optimism has brought wonderful news indeed. Not only does an optimistic approach to life provide amazing benefits, but it can be learned by anyone. Yes, an optimistic attitude can be learned – even if you happen to be one of those dyed-in-the-wool, lifelong pessimists! Find this hard to believe? Well, my pessimistic friend, I'm here to tell you that you're wrong, wrong, wrong – and I can prove it!
What would compel you to make sweeping changes in your attitude and approach to life? After all, many pessimists believe that "the devil you know is easier to take than the devil you don't know." Would it spark your interest if I presented the wide range of impressive advantages that optimism has been shown to generate, including, but not limited to, improved physical and mental health, longevity and frequent success in the attainment of goals and dreams? If I can show you these possibilities and more, would it tempt you to consider an attitude adjustment to your pervasive, moderate or even mild pessimism? Great! Not much pleases me more than converting a pessimist to an optimist!
THE BENEFITS OF OPTIMISM
Physical Health
Let's start with just what the doctor ordered. Being optimistic is very good for your health. Martin Seligman, Ph.D., of the University of Pennsylvania, who pioneered the Positive Psychology movement, has authored several books that elucidate the findings and promise of the strength of optimism, including Learned Optimism, The Optimistic Child and, most recently, Authentic Happiness.
According to Seligman's research and the research of colleagues, optimists have fewer infectious diseases, are better at avoiding or delaying the chronic diseases of middle age and are more resistant to depression than pessimists. Negative psychological states, such as pessimism, depression and grieving, have a pernicious effect on health, in both the short and long term.
Several studies have found that optimists have healthier immune function and quicker recovery after surgery than those who score high on pessimism tests. Blood pressure is often lower and heart disease is less likely in optimists. In a study at the Harvard School of Public Health, 1300 men, aged 60 and over, were followed for a 10-year period; the data indicated that optimists were about half as likely as pessimists to develop heart disease and had better pulmonary function than their pessimistic counterparts.
Research at the Mayo Clinic has found that people who are pessimistic, anxious and depressed may be at a higher risk of developing dementia. In a study of 3,500 participants, those who scored high in pessimism on a standardized personality test had a 30 percent increased risk of suffering from dementia 30 to 40 years later. Participants who scored very high on both anxiety and pessimism had a 40 percent higher risk of developing this tragic brain disorder. According to Dr.Yonas Geda, the neuropsychiatrist who led the study, "There appears to be a dose-response pattern, i.e., the higher the scores [pessimism, anxiety] the higher the risk of dementia."
Cancer is a disease that affects many families. The diagnosis, as is the case with many other serious diseases, can devastate the patient emotionally, resulting in feelings of profound helplessness, fear and a sense of betrayal by one's own body. In a British study of 69 women with breast cancer, the women were followed for five years. The ones who scored high on optimism were less likely to have a recurrence of cancer and were more likely to survive longer than those who scored high on pessimism. Hope and the ability to maintain and/or renew some degree of control may be factors that offer some support in fighting this disease.
The book, Breast Cancer? Let Me Check My Schedule, by Donna Cedenberg, speaks directly to the role of salvaging a sense of control, even in the eye of the storm. Ten women with breast cancer relate their inspiring stories from diagnosis through treatment to the aftermath; 10 women who, in spite of cancer, devote themselves to living proactive, productive and self-directed lives. The second chapter of the book is titled, "Taking an active role: strategies and tactics for regaining control."
My point, of course, is that an optimistic attitude may work on your behalf when experiencing a life-threatening illness. I will note here that there is no study to my knowledge that suggests that optimism mitigates terminal illness. However, when the patient has control over decisions about his or her life for the time remaining, this control may well increase the quality of life – a worthy goal, indeed.
Mental Health
Mental health problems can be very debilitating and are often associated with medical complaints. In fact, many visits to primary care physicians are directly or indirectly related to issues of mental health. Optimism can be a very potent, ameliorative factor in the management of depression, stress and anxiety. It can aid in the prevention of depression, as well as play a major role in the successful treatment of an already existing depressive state. In some cases it may be more beneficial than pharmaceuticals.
Even though psychotropic medications are often effective in the treatment of mood and anxiety disorders, many people would prefer not to stay on medications any longer than they have to – often because the side effects are not well-tolerated. For example, one side effect that can occur with antidepressants is sexual dysfunction, which is unacceptable for many people. Another potential drawback of the pharmaceutical as the sole treatment agent can be a recurrence of depression or anxiety for some when the medication is terminated.
Some people find that a combination of medication and cognitive behavioral techniques, including the development of an optimistic attitude, provides very positive results, even for the most difficult cases. Others find that the cognitive behavioral/optimism strategies alone manage depression quite effectively. Some people start with the combination and then are tapered off the medication, continuing the successful management of the mood disorder with the skills they have learned. Seligman, in his book The Optimistic Child, asserts that depression in children and adolescents could be significantly reduced by teaching optimism skills very early on.
Anxiety and stress problems have devastating effects on many lives. I have found that teaching optimism along with anxiety/stress management techniques to clients with these challenges provides a comprehensive and powerful set of skills to manage their very distressing symptoms; this often affords them a greater sense of personal control. As is the case in depression, the combination of medication and cognitive-behavior therapy provides the most effective intervention for many people.
Longevity
With all the health advantages of an optimistic attitude, it's not surprising that there's research to indicate that this approach may very well increase how long you live. At the University of Miami in Ohio in 1975, 660 people ages 50 and older were asked five questions regarding their perceptions of aging. Twenty years later, researchers compared the answers of each participant to the length of his or her life. The subjects with an optimistic attitude toward aging lived an average of seven and a half years longer than those with a pessimistic attitude.
A supportive factor contributing to increased health and longevity may be that optimists are more likely than pessimists to seek medical advice and to follow the medical regimen recommended by their healthcare professionals. Pessimists may not be all that convinced that anything they do will improve their physical or mental health.
Performance
There are many more advantages to developing an optimistic approach. People who are optimistic have a more positive inner world, are happier, and have healthier relationships. They develop more productive behaviors and abilities, which often lead to the successful completion of goals and the realization of dreams. Christopher Peterson explains, "Optimism galvanizes people. It sets you in motion. To be optimistic in the true sense is not to wear a smile button, but to be a problem solver."
Did you know that optimism is the "breakfast of champions" – that it plays a significant role in nourishing excellence in athletic performance? Seligman and his colleagues analyzed statements by professional basketball players in an effort to predict performance success in the 1984-1985 season. His research found that optimists have a more adaptive interpretation of their behaviors, circumstances, mistakes and failures than do pessimists.
Seligman and associates applied these criteria in evaluating the statements of players for the Boston Celtics and New Jersey Nets. The Celtics were more optimistic than the Nets in their interpretations of mistakes and losses. After adjusting for team abilities, the optimistic explanatory styles of the Celtics predicted their success in the next season. The same criteria were applied to National League baseball teams, and the predictions made for winners and losers were right on the money.
In another interesting use of this approach, Seligman found that in the presidential elections between 1948 and 1984 (with the lone exception being the election of 1968), the winning presidential candidate was the more optimistic of the two contenders. He measured the optimistic language in the party nomination acceptance speeches of each candidate, and by doing so was able to posit that the optimistic approach appealed more to the voters.
Ergo
What I'm trying to tell you is that if you would like to be more in control of your life, feel better, be physically and mentally healthier, live longer, use your abilities and talents to the maximum, succeed in your goals and dreams – or run for president – then an optimism attitude adjustment may be just the ticket for you.
An optimistic style often produces courage, enthusiasm, persistence, creativity, resilience and interpersonal/emotional intelligence. These are some of the key strengths that facilitate your journey to your chosen destinations – that fill your little red wagon with abundant promise. According to Richard Devos, "The only thing between a man and what he wants from life is often merely the will to try it and the faith to believe that it is possible."
THE TRUTH ABOUT OPTIMISM
"Optimism is a strategy for making a better future. Because unless you believe that the future can be better you are unlikely to step up and take responsibility for making it so. If you assume there is no hope, you can guarantee there will be no hope. If you assume there is an instinct for freedom, there are opportunities to change things, there's a chance you may contribute to making a better world. The choice is yours."
Noam Chomsky, Professor of Linguistics
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Okay, now that I've given you some powerful reasons why you should abandon any self-defeating, pessimistic ways, we need to talk about what optimism is and what it is not. Optimism is not about being Susie Sunshine or a Pollyanna. It is not an approach for idiots. Optimism is getting it, understanding that bad things happen to everyone in this deal called life.
When an unwanted event occurs, you have a choice; you can whine and act like a victim, you can beat yourself up, or you can understand that mistakes, failures, annoyances and downright rotten things just happen. This is not a personal attack or a punishment executed by an unknown menacing force. You need to frame this as worst case scenario, a challenge and best case scenario – a hidden treasury of opportunities. As Harry Truman said, "The pessimist is one who makes difficulties of his opportunities and an optimist is one who makes opportunities of his difficulties."
Optimism is about believing in your own power to make your life and future better. Optimism is about positive, can-do beliefs, expectations, choices and strategies, about knowing you are responsible for your life. It's about learning all you can from adversity and then propelling yourself forward toward your goals and vision. It's about taking credit for the things you accomplish, savoring these victories, and utilizing them as fuel for the ongoing journey toward dreams and discovery.
I keep mentioning dreams. As a psychologist, I have come across far too many individuals who do not have dreams. They might have had them once, but somewhere along the way their dreams got lost, defeated or forgotten. The surrender of dreams is truly sad, even tragic. If you are among those folks, take heart – because it's time to dream again! There really is nothing quite like having dreams and believing in them. Anatole France, the French author of The Human Tragedy, contends, "To accomplish great things, we must not only act, but also dream; not only plan, but also believe."
THE OPTIMISTIC ATTITUDE
If you're feeling that all this is beyond your capability to change, please stay with me. Remember, anyone can learn it! Each of us has an internal, ongoing conversation – we talk to ourselves. We tell ourselves why things happen, who is to blame for the darkness, who is to credit for the light, what the past means, and what might happen in the future.
I'm here to tell you that the content of your internal dialogue goes a long way in determining whether your approach is optimistic or pessimistic, whether it will serve you well or hold you back, whether it will bring you possibilities or disappointment, whether it will make you feel powerful or impotent. You get to choose. It truly is your little red wagon! In Learned Optimism, Martin Seligman tells us that the main differences between optimists and pessimists relate to their attitudes regarding negative and positive events.
About Negative Events
Let's look at your dialogue regarding negative events. If you make a mistake, fail at something, run into an obstacle, or encounter some misfortune, do you tell yourself that this is not going to go away or change, that this problem is permanent? Do you tell yourself that the problem, mistake, failure or cataclysmic event has been meted out by some person or force to victimize or punish you or that it was your fault? In other words, do you take it personally? And finally, do you tell yourself that this negative happening is like cancer, spreading the vicious disease to all your living parts – that it is insidiously pervasive?
Well, for openers, if that sounds like your internal dialogue, I would not want to reside in your head. The pessimist with this approach defeats himself by adopting the "three P's" in negative situations: problems are permanent, personal and pervasive. No wonder the pessimist doesn't have confidence or feel in control. How can one deal with permanent, which means forever, or personal, which means some force has it out for you, or pervasive – who wants radiation or chemotherapy for all their living parts? I'm getting exhausted and depressed just imagining the horror of thinking like this!
Let's say a pessimist goes for an important job interview. She makes it through to the last tier and is feeling pretty pumped up. The choice is between her and one other candidate. I'm sure you can guess that, in this example, she is not offered the position. What does she tell herself? "I'm a failure – I will never get a job; employers simply do not like geeky women like me. At this rate, my whole life is going down the tubes." Permanent, personal, pervasive and damn depressing, wouldn't you say? Exactly. If you think like that, your chances of becoming depressed are pretty substantial, if you're not depressed already.
Pessimism puts you on a dead-end street, often resulting in a state of helplessness. Depressed people do not think their choices and actions affect the outcome of future events. And, of course, this kind of approach can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. It's unlikely that one who feels helpless will choose a powerful course of action, or when a course is chosen, will put the necessary effort into the endeavor. Why bother to try? President Bill Clinton nails it when he surmises, "Pessimism is an excuse for not trying and a guarantee of personal failure."
So what would be the internal dialogue of an optimist when encountering a negative event? Quite frankly, it would be the diametric opposite of the pessimist's. The optimist would view the problem, setback, mistake or failure (after first smarting from the wound, of course), as something that is temporary – that is indeed changeable. She would view it impersonally, not as an indictment of her character or her abilities or the wrath of some controlling force. She would view it as particular to the given situation and not debilitating or generalized to the other aspects of her life.
In our example, when the job interviewee places second in her effort to secure the position, she would tell herself, "This was a tough interview, but I will do better next time. I've learned more about the kinds of questions that interviewers ask, and I'll be better prepared for my next big chance." The dialogue would not be about, "what a loser I am" or that "the powers that be don't want me to be employed." Rather, she'd say, "I'll think about this job situation later; for now, I'm going home to cook a great meal for my husband and son, and enjoy the evening." In other words, she won't let this affect the parts of her life that she recognizes as solid. Thus, her interpretation is not permanent, personal or pervasive. For her, this is just a bump in the road.
Lucille Ball, the famous comedienne, has this take on the subject: "One of the things I learned the hard way was that it doesn't pay to get discouraged. Keeping busy and making optimism a way of life can restore your faith in yourself." Abraham Lincoln embraces an optimistic attitude in his metaphor for life's journey: "The path was worn and slippery. My foot slipped from under me, knocking the other out of the way… but I recovered and said to myself, 'It's a slip and not a fall.'"
About Positive Events
Another very distinct difference between the optimist and the pessimist pertains to the interpretation of positive events. The pessimist believes that favorable happenings are NOT permanent, personal or pervasive – just the opposite of her interpretation of negative events.
So, when beneficial circumstances or accomplishments come her way, she thinks they're a temporary condition, that they have little or nothing to do with her abilities or behavior, and that they do not generalize to and enhance other parts of her life. She got the job by luck, this kind of luck won't last, and landing this job is not going to help her feel better about the things in her life that aren't going so well. Talk about throwing cold water on something positive! As you can see, it's damn hard and discouraging work to be a pessimist.
The sassy little optimist, of course, has a whole different approach than the ever-suffering pessimist regarding the positive event. For her, the event is indicative of more permanent, personal and pervasive factors. It will have lasting value; it's due to her abilities and effort and, in general, it will bring sunshine into her life.
I have been asked by clients if perhaps the optimist isn't somewhat delusional. The answer, according to Seligman, is yes – but in a way that apparently helps and doesn't hurt. The "delusion" is slight and seems to be a protector of the person's energy and well-being. It aids bountifully in the forward march. So – go for it! As Max More posits, "Optimism: the fuel of heroes, the enemy of despair, the creator of the future." I also like the quote by Bridget O'Donnell: "She didn't know it couldn't be done, so she went ahead and did it anyway."
What about the frightening feelings and scary thoughts that are a normal part of really tough situations? Do optimists experience them? Yes, indeed. Susan Vaughan, the psychiatrist who authored Half Empty, Half Full, explains that the optimist is one who knows she can handle whatever is thrown her way. She can tolerate negative feelings because of her belief in her ability to bounce back. She understands that it is okay to feel bad. So even in the midst of difficulty and emotional upheaval, she will formulate a plan for moving forward.
A Caveat Concerning Optimism
Is an optimistic approach always the way to go? No, and this is very important. There are decisions all of us face that involve serious and potentially harmful consequences. In these cases it is wise to opt for a careful and very practical plan. Seligman warns that too much optimism can erode one's sense of responsibility. If you are heavily in debt and are the only source of income for your family, quitting your current job to pursue your lifelong dream is likely a very bad idea at this time. It might be wiser to develop reality-based steps to get to the point where you can pursue your dream and still feed your family.
Flexible optimism entails anticipating and being prepared to address serious problems. It involves determining the level of risk and making judicious decisions accordingly. As with most other positive approaches in life, if taken to an extreme or applied in the wrong circumstances, an asset can be converted into to a liability. An example where a more pessimistic approach would be warranted: if you live in the southeastern United States, you may want to invest in flood insurance.
TRAITS OF OPTIMISTIC PEOPLE
The Power of Optimism, a book by family therapist Alan Loy McGinnis, outlines 12 traits he derived from biographies of famous optimists. Optimists:
o Expect adversity
o Avoid perfectionism and divide tasks into steps
o Believe in their ability to affect the future
o Take time to reenergize themselves and associate with positive people
o Proactively change negative thinking
o Appreciate the good things in life
o Dream and imagine what their successes will be
o Are upbeat even in tough times
o Believe they are capable of more and more
o Have many loving relationships
o Spread good news
o Accept what is not changeable
DEVELOPING AN OPTIMISTIC APPROACH
"Let's see," you might be saying to yourself, "how in the world can I make these changes in interpretation and behavior when I can't even make a dent in my chocolate consumption?" The modifications you need to make are actually less difficult than you might think. The pessimist has repeated the same types of helpless, depressing statements and interpretations – what I label "garbage thinking" – over and over ad nauseam, rendering them believable and habitual. The unfortunate, programmed pessimist is often unaware of how incessant and insidious the habit has become.
The initial source of this negativity may have come from childhood, adolescence or even more recent experiences. Perhaps the pessimist followed the modeling of a significant person in his life, just repeating that person's same pathetic script. Or he listened to people who convinced him of his limited ability to control the future. Or he experienced difficult situations that made him feel helpless.
This faulty learning can become crystallized into a belief system in which the unchallenged cognitive repetition serves as a continuing reminder that you are not in control of your life or your future. Repetition of garbage thinking rules your internal domain. However, you do not have to accept this belief of no control as a foregone conclusion. You can learn, forcefully and effectively, to change the debilitating dialogue into a healthy, potent and prosperous mindset.
You have the power to create internal reasoned and motivating conversations that, by repetition, will become healthy habits. You will learn to trust the veracity of your new dialogue if you keep at it. You will learn that you can bring about desirable changes in your life. Such positive self-talk empowers and energizes the person who utilizes it. This is not about just repeating positive mantras or statements. It is about replacing "the garbage" with thoughts, beliefs and expectations that encourage planning, action, mastery and self-confidence.
WHEN MISFORTUNE OCCURS
When misfortune occurs – as it does for everyone – decide and be prepared to be proactive, not reactive. As Theodore Rubin, psychiatrist and author of Lisa and David, tells us, "The problem is not that there are problems. The problem is expecting otherwise and thinking that having a problem is a problem." Mike Todd, the American film producer best known for his production of Around the World in Eighty Days, teaches us a thing or two about the right attitude: "I've never been poor, only broke. Being poor is a frame of mind. Being broke is only a temporary situation."
In his very well-received 1990 book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey explains the difference between a proactive and a reactive approach to life. When something goes wrong, proactive people refuse to accept that nothing can be done; they believe they always have choices and that their decisions and responses will determine future outcomes.
Reactive people believe that when misfortune happens, nothing they do in the present will alter the future. The optimist is proactive, the pessimist reactive. Norman Cousins, writer, editor and holistic health advocate, explains where our choices lie: "Free will and determinism are like a game of cards. The hand that is dealt you is determinism. The way you play your hand is free will."
Being reactive is the learned helplessness, business as usual model. You do what you've always done and you get what you've always gotten. You are not the one in charge; you're allowing yourself to be manipulated by untoward circumstances or the upsetting behaviors of others. Your dysfunctional learning history sets the stage for the faulty interpretations. Examples of reactivity include blaming others for your problems, keeping score via the fairness doctrine, adopting the victim role, and catatrophizing.
The plight of the person who reacts rather than proacts reminds me of "Charlie on the MTA," with lyrics by Jacqueline Steiner and Bess Lomax Hawe and performed by the Kingston Trio. This can be found at: http://web.mit.edu/ jdreed/www/t/charlie.html. Just in case you don't remember, the gist of it is this:
Poor 'ole Charlie says goodbye to his wife and family and heads for the Massachusetts Transit Authority (MTA) trolley at Boston's Kendall Square Station. He pays his ten cents, boards, but then gets a huge surprise when he wants to change cars for Jamaica Plain. The conductor informs him that he needs another nickel! Guess what? Charlie doesn't have another nickel! Alas, he is stuck on the train.
The ride on the subway has turned into a nightmare! He rides and rides and rides, wondering what his future will be. Will he be on this ride forever? Will he ever be able to see his relatives in Chelsea and Roxbury? His wife meets him at the Scollay Square Station every day at the same time to give him a sandwich. He obsessively laments his fate, over which he has deemed himself powerless. This is a man who never returned to his life. "He may ride forever 'neath the streets of Boston. He's the man who never returned."
Do you ever feel like you're on an endless subway ride and have no clue how to get off? If so, it's attitude adjustment time! Being proactive and optimistic in the midst of trouble involves the following:
o Step back from whatever is happening
Assess the situation with as much objectivity as you can muster. Become a problem solver. Gather the necessary information to elucidate options and search for hidden opportunities. C. Wright Mills, the American sociologist contends, "Freedom is, first of all, the chance to formulate the available choices, to argue over them, and then, to choose." Alberta Flanders believes that, "Sometimes only a change of viewpoint is needed to convert a tiresome duty into an interesting opportunity." It honestly can be quite exciting and intriguing to search for opportunities… a bit like a treasure hunt.
o Be ready, willing and able to transform dysfunctional thinking
Develop an internal conversation tempered by reason or, even better, formulate a cross-examination by an attorney who disputes all the dysfunctional garbage and determines the facts – perhaps like the Jack Webb character on Dragnet: "Just the facts, ma'am." This involves effectively disputing old reactive thoughts and their consequent behaviors, dismissing preconceptions, preoccupations and preprogramming.
In the Penn Prevention Program at the University of Pennsylvania, a school-based program that helps students cope with problems, the following skills are among those taught to promote an optimistic approach:
o Thought catching
The first step is to identify the thoughts that are connected to bad feelings. These thoughts, beliefs and expectations, often unrecognized by the sufferer, deflate the spirit and derail a person's forward march. Statements such as, "I'm a loser," or, "This situation will never have a happy ending," are worded in the extreme, giving a person no wiggle room at all. The gravitational pull is down, down, down. To begin to turn the tide on this self-destructive mode, write down the problematic cognitions and the concurrent feelings you experience when you talk to yourself this way. Yes, indeed – you do this to yourself!
o Evaluating automatic thoughts
Decide that these negative thoughts may not be correct; consider the evidence. What evidence supports your conclusion that you're a loser or that this particular situation will not have a happy ending? What evidence supports a different conclusion to these outrageous and extreme statements?
o Challenging automatic thoughts
Apply the information from above to formulate challenges to the pessimistic thoughts of being a loser or having no chance of a good outcome. Use accurate statements that avail you more options in terms of pro-action, statements that forcefully dispute and replace those that are decidedly permanent, personal and pervasive. For example, recall all the times you've succeeded, which contradict your conclusion about being a loser. Or repeat the reasonable deduction that even the most successful people make mistakes and experience failure. "Oh well... they keep going – that's why they're successful." Itemize what good things could come out of this situation in rebuttal to the "no happy outcome" drivel.
In Chapter 7, detailed information is provided on disputing and other strategies to arm you against dreaded and depressing pessimistic thoughts.
o Accept the things that cannot be changed
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, the American poet, proclaims, "For after all, the best one can do when it's raining is to let it rain." Arthur Gordon emphasizes the importance of acceptance when he says, "Some people confuse acceptance with apathy, but there's all the difference in the world. Apathy fails to distinguish between what can and cannot be helped; acceptance makes that distinction. Apathy paralyzes the will-to-action; acceptance frees it by relieving it of impossible burdens." By identifying and accepting the unchangeable, you will conserve your energy and direct it toward all the possibilities.
o Refuse to see yourself as a victim
Casting yourself as the victim in your inner world and in your public persona is a straight shot to pain and disappointment and is, of course, reactive. This misguided approach marginalizes your ability to live a fruitful, powerful and rewarding existence. Believing you are a victim and acting like one can have seriously negative effects on your relationships and can weaken your confidence in yourself.
How do people become seduced by the victim role? I can think of some possible ways. There may be increased attention from others who feel sorry for the self-anointed victim. Or feeling like a victim might serve as an excuse to avoid some circumstance that evokes fear or that's regarded as distasteful. Or perhaps, ensconcing oneself in this role is a way to feel special. Whatever the reason, it leads me to believe that we bipedal primates of the species homo sapiens sometimes use our high-powered brains to "snooker" ourselves.
The victim role is yet another example of thoughts gone amok. Just as in the other types of destructive self-talk, identify the thoughts, beliefs and expectations that are faulty; then counter them with an empowering, non-reactive discourse.
o Trash the misguided fairness doctrine
The misguided concept that life should be fair and all the people with whom you come in contact should treat you fairly is nothing but trouble. In therapy and coaching I call this the "you gotta be kidding me" philosophy! The person obsessed with fairness is perpetually keeping score. Gag me! Of course, what constitutes fairness in this regard is defined by each person, a thorny problem and a trap, for sure. But I have news for you: First bulletin – the world is not fair! Second bulletin – other people (surprisingly?) may not, and probably don't, see fairness the way you do. Oh, well. You don't get to make the rules or control how others think. But it will help if you understand and accept an adaptable, reasonable approach: Treat others with dignity and refuse to allow anyone to mistreat you. Define mistreatment carefully and sparingly.
Forget about fairness, which often involves unrealistic expectations of others and deems you to be the center of the universe which, of course, you are not. Remember: Expectation minus reality equals frustration. Give the nutty fairness idea the heave-ho by identifying the cognitive culprits and replacing them with more realistic thoughts, expectations and beliefs. Some people don't understand this, but it's actually quite a relief to lose the "I'm the center of the universe" bit.
o Say "no way" to the blame game
This is yet another huge detour from the path toward power. Douglas Adams tells us, "When we blame others, we give away our power to change." Albert Ellis, the famous psychologist, postulates that, "The best years of your life are the ones in which you decide your problems are your own. You do not blame your mother, the ecology, the president. You realize you control your own destiny." According to an unknown author, "If you kicked the person in the pants responsible for most of your trouble, you wouldn't sit for a month." Identify, dispute, replace this reactive garbage.
o Rope in catastrophizing and shrink it like it's a hemorrhoid
Catastrophizing is a reactive maelstrom, a depressing, slippery slope which traps one in an obsession about all the things that can go horribly wrong in the near or distant future. It can become a brain lock – pervasive and overwhelming. You have to be careful, for as Isaac Bashevis Singer, the Nobel Laureate in Literature, admonishes us, "If you keep on saying things are going to be bad, you have a good chance of becoming a prophet." Ralph Waldo Emerson believes that, "Most of the shadows of this life are caused by standing in one's own sunshine."
Imagine the man with an incontinence problem who spends hours obsessing about all the awful things that might embarrass him when he walks his daughter down the aisle on her wedding day. By the way, his daughter just turned four! What a colossal waste of his precious internal resources. He has allowed his focus to be riveted on a potential personal embarrassment many years from now – most likely to the exclusion of the wonders of the moment and the amazing possibilities of the future. Of course, it's entirely possible that he will have solved his problem by the time his daughter becomes engaged.
Use distraction techniques (discussed at length in Chapter 7), to shrink the number, strength and amount of time devoted to your own personal science fiction horror shows. Then use the disputing techniques discussed in that chapter to challenge the legitimacy of those that remain.
o Change your mind about the meaning of negative events
F. Scott Fitzgerald cautions us, "Never confuse a single defeat with a final defeat." In facing problems, develop an adaptive philosophy that "life is a work in progress." Remember the wise words of Albert Einstein: "The world we have created is a product of our thinking; it cannot be changed without changing our thinking."
George Bernard Shaw believes that, "Life isn't about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself." If you accept that misfortune is just a part of life, that it's surmountable and can even be replete with possibilities, you will have adopted an optimistic, proactive stance. Weed out the defeatist garbage!
o Remember the good things
In the midst of your travails, keep in mind the positive things you have done, the problems you have solved, and the successes you have enjoyed. Be sure to identify the things you are doing well now and the things that are going right. It may help to write these down and read them often. Take the notebook with you and reference it whenever you can.
Make up a song, poem or a jingle that sings your praises. Memorize sayings that inspire and lead you in a positive direction. Watch a movie that has the theme of rising to the occasion and being better for it. Tell yourself that this situation is temporary and that your actions and decisions matter. These thoughts can become your contravening dialogue, a conversation in which you debate the beliefs of the helplessness mentality that paralyzes you, a dialogue that frees you from the quicksand and propels you forward.
o Develop self-talk that is like a mentor or friend
In your own voice, develop internal conversations similar to those you'd have with someone who encourages you and sees you as a work in progress. Just as a mentor or true friend would question and dispute your irrational beliefs about yourself or would challenge you on destructive criticism, do the same. Just as the mentor or true friend would reinforce your positive behaviors and thinking, so should you.
Some people find it helpful in developing this voice to first utilize the "internal guide," a technique in which you choose a mentor with whom you have ongoing conversations. This guide is wise and cares about you. It can be someone you know, have known or would like to know because of your admiration and respect for his or her attitude toward life. This is a method to recalibrate your thinking process. Really imagine you're talking to this person and receiving suggestions and sage advice that compete with any garbage you throw at yourself. Some of my clients have successfully used the "internal guide" as an ongoing strategy in their quest to become optimistic.
WHEN GOOD THINGS HAPPEN
o Take credit for your accomplishments
Savor your victories; think about them often and use them as a springboard and fuel for future endeavors. Identify your personal qualities, especially the ones that were instrumental in the accomplishment. Remember when these qualities manifested in the past and connect them to the present and the future.
Repeat to yourself the impressive list of abilities and efforts that brought your goal or dream to fruition. For example, your first poem has been accepted for publication; what did it take to get it to this point? Did you exhibit creativity, persistence, courage, imagination and well-honed language skills? Was your tenacity and willingness to make sacrifices part of the mix? Think about the importance of your contributions. Consider how this achievement will affect your goals, dreams and future. Repeat to yourself: "I did it. This is going to last. This has positive ramifications on other aspects of my life."
o Consider the self-imposed limitations when a person minimizes his gifts and talents
The 1984 film, The Last Starfighter, is one I watched with my young son at least 20 times, many years ago. The main character, Alex Rogan (portrayed by Lance Guest), lives in a trailer park, where he plays and excels at the Starfighter Video Game. At a particularly low moment for him he is complaining to Otis, the maintenance man, that he's never had a chance to have a good time. Otis consoles him, saying "Things change. Always do. You'll get your chance! Important thing is, when it comes, you've got to grab it with both hands, and hold tight."
Enter Centauri (played by Robert Preston), a lively character who claims to represent the company that distributes the video game which Alex has mastered. Fact is, Centauri is an alien who designed the video game to locate someone with special star fighter skills to defend the frontier against Xur and the Ko-Dan armada… and that someone is Alex.
Centauri whisks Alex away to outer space so that he might join the fight to save the galaxy. Alex, overwhelmed and shocked, declines the offer and returns home. Centauri follows him back and tries to persuade him to be a hero and protect the galaxy, including earth, from an invasion. When Centauri pleads with Alex to accept this monumental, life-altering challenge, telling him how magnificently capable he is, Alex blurts out, "Centauri, I'm just a kid from a trailer park." Centauri fires back, "If that's what you think, then that's all you'll ever be." Fortunately for Alex and the galaxy, he rises to the occasion and becomes a towering hero.
o Appreciate the gifts and blessings; see them as promise for the future
Relish the fortuitous things that come your way. Spend a lot of time thinking about and appreciating the gifts. These images can be part of your repertoire of responses that compete with any pessimistic internal chatter. Develop images and thoughts of the good things so that they're strong and readily available when you need them to throw out the garbage.
YOUR VIEW OF YOURSELF
o Believe you have the ability to accomplish your dreams
Expect to succeed! Trust that you can achieve superlative things. As Ralph Waldo Emerson tells us, "Self-trust is the first secret of success." John Barton notes, "Nothing splendid has ever been achieved except by those who dared believe that something inside of them was superior to circumstance."
Josh Hinds tells us, "Set out each day believing in your dreams. Know without a doubt that you were made for amazing things." And Robert Browning's famous words ring true: "A man's reach should exceed his grasp, or what's a heaven for?" Brian Tracy says, "Winners make a habit of manufacturing their own positive expectations in advance of the event." Identify and target the thoughts and underlying beliefs that contradict the idea that you have what it takes to achieve your goals.
o Believe you deserve to be successful in your goals and dreams
It may be hard to fathom, but some people actually have difficulty believing they deserve to succeed. It doesn't take a genius to see that this could be a formidable obstacle in the journey to optimism and proaction. Assess your beliefs in this area and formulate a plan for changing the faulty beliefs and thoughts.
o Believe your choices and actions affect the outcomes in your life
As Elaine Maxwell contends, "My will shall shape the future. Whether I succeed or fail shall be no man's doing but my own. I am the force; I can clear any obstacles before me or I can be lost in the maze. My choice; my responsibility; win or lose, only I hold the key to my destiny." This is an excellent mantra in your quest to become an optimist.
o Avoid perfectionism
Be alert to unrealistic expectations that you have for yourself. Remember the apt words of Evan Esar: "The closest to perfection a person ever comes is when he fills out a job application form." Or as Leonard Cohen, the Canadian poet, songwriter and novelist, writes:
"Ring the bells that still can ring
Forget your perfect offering.
There's a crack in everything,
That's how the light gets in."
David Burns, the psychiatrist who wrote Feeling Good, The New Mood Therapy, sums it up well: "Remember that fear always lurks behind perfectionism. Confronting your fears and allowing yourself the right to be human, paradoxically makes you a far happier and more productive person."
Have a sense of humor about your limitations. We all have limitations. Rather than allowing your limitations to bring you shame or discouragement, accept the fact that you are human, be relieved you're not perfect, and see the humor. For instance, I have the world's worst sense of direction. The truth is I can get lost just about anywhere. Instead of becoming defensive when others (especially my husband), are getting such a kick out of it, I decided to join in and laugh, too. Hugh Prather explains, "Unless I accept my faults, I will most certainly doubt my virtues." Brendan Francis suggests, "Once we accept our limits, we go beyond them."
I read a really sad story about a perfectionist that I think embodies the dangers of this misguided thinking. The article, titled, "Top Surgeon kills self. Doctor treated young patients," was written by Melissa Nelson and published by the Associate Press on January 11, 2005. A summary of the article is as follows:
Dr. Jonathon Drummond-Webb, a heart surgeon at Cleveland Clinic and Arkansas Children's Hospital, performed miracles on infants and children. He was reputed to be extraordinary in his ability to save these young lives. Unfortunately, it appears that he longed to be even better than he was. Three days after saving a teen-age boy awaiting an organ transplant by using a very small heart pump, Dr. Drummond-Webb took his own life by overdosing on alcohol and drugs.
This special man, whose saga was followed in an ABC documentary in four parts, repaired tiny hearts with serious and complex defects. From what could be gathered from his suicide note, he felt that his accomplishments were not appreciated, that those around him did not care about him and his gift. He was known by other professionals as being very hard on himself. He would obsess about the few he lost rather than on the many he saved.
o Share and Model Optimism; Spend Time with Optimistic People
Optimism is catching. Time spent with optimists is well spent; big things happen and excitement is generated when optimists get together. Children benefit greatly when the adults in their lives model optimism and encourage the thinking and behavior of an optimistic approach. Seligman suggests that it is important for significant adults to teach children to deal positively with failure and success. Children can learn an empowering attitude toward misfortune and can learn the techniques that will serve as potent tools throughout their lives.
NOW WHAT DO I DO?
This is an adventure of possibilities… all the wonderful possibilities that come with an optimistic approach to life. Your mission is to develop the belief that you can do what needs to be done, commit to an informed course of action, and promise yourself that giving up is not an option. The remainder of this chapter contains many strategies to help you achieve optimistic beliefs and behaviors. The tools to help you:
The Treasury of Motivators features several components that offer alternatives to tired, old ways of thinking and believing, including:
o Quotations to Dispute Faulty Thinking, poems, prose, movie synopses and motivational quotes by subject category
o Techniques and information that are applicable to developing optimism (presented in Chapter 7)
o Recommendations on additional resources
It's time for an attitude adjustment… you can do it!
THE TREASURY OF MOTIVATORS
The Treasury of Motivators offers a wealth of optimism-generating words and thoughts. These can be helpful in maintaining your motivation and resolve on the journey to your chosen destinations. Use the treasures that are meaningful and inspirational for you. You may also enjoy your own treasure hunt for pieces that are personally energizing and encouraging.
Incorporate these into your everyday internal world. Some you can commit to memory; others can be placed in spots where you'll be reminded of what you want to believe and say to yourself. Focus on them often. Focus on "out with the garbage," and "in with your own special pep talk."
QUOTATIONS ON OPTIMISM TO DISPLUTE FAULTY THINKING
This section presents harmful beliefs, expectations and thoughts that people repeat to themselves over and over again, often with strong conviction. The irrationality and toxicity of these debilitating cognitions are hardly ever questioned. These cognitions compete with the strength of optimism. You need to learn to talk back to them in meaningful and potent ways.
The goal is reduce the frequency, intensity and duration of each of them by distraction methods and to neutralize them by disputing or arguing with their content. Disputing can be done by utilizing pertinent, meaningful quotes provided for you in this chapter or by developing your own reality-based, effective retorts. Note that you may have cognitions in your repertoire that are not contained in this list of Harmful Beliefs.
Take a personal inventory of these in a separate notebook, then choose powerful quotes or other responses to question and contradict these cognitions that are holding you back. Remember, practice, practice, practice, so you're ready when they come for real! Besides increasing your readiness, practicing also decreases the potency of any noxious self-statements, aiding in your quest to be more optimistic. Distraction and disputing techniques are discussed at length in Chapter 7.
Harmful:
"When I make a mistake or fail at something, I feel ashamed, depressed hopeless and defeated."
Instead:
"Sometimes things can go right only first by going very wrong."
Edward Tenner
"Good judgment comes from experience and experience comes from bad judgment."
John F. Roed
"Never confuse a single defeat with a final defeat."
F. Scott Fitzgerald
"The way to succeed is to double your failure rate."
Henry Ford
Harmful:
"Change is so unsettling to me. I wish things would stay the same. Trying something new scares me and I don't believe taking a chance will make things better."
Instead:
"To exist is to change; to change is to mature; to mature is to create oneself endlessly."
Henri Bergson
"Change is the handmaiden that Nature requires to do her miracles."
Mark Twain
"If we can recognize that change and uncertainty are basic principles, we can greet the future and the transformation we are undergoing with the understanding that we do not know enough to be pessimistic."
Hazel Henderson
"It is not the years but the changes that make us grow."
Neal Maxwell
"Life is a process of becoming, a combination of states we have to go through. Where people fail is that they wish to elect a state and remain in it. This is a kind of death."
Anais Nin
Harmful:
"There are so many obstacles in my life. Sometimes I feel like giving up."
Instead:
"The lowest ebb is the turn of the tide."
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
"Within the problem lies the solution."
Milto Katsela
"An adventure is only an inconvenience rightly considered."
C. K. Chesterton
"To fly we have to have resistance."
Maya Lin
"One of the secrets of life is to make steppingstones out of stumbling blocks."
Jack Penn
"Life is not a matter of holding good cards, but sometimes, playing a poor hand well."
Jack London
"When everything seems to be going against you, remember that the airplane takes off against the wind, not with it."
Henry Ford
Harmful:
"I have such bad luck. Rotten things happen to me a lot; I would say they happen to me more than they do to other people. I feel like I have a bull's eye on my chest."
Instead:
"It's hard to tell our bad luck from our good luck sometimes, and most of us have wept copious tears over someone or something when if we'd understood the situation better, we might have celebrated our good fortune instead."
Merle Shain
"All of us have bad luck and good luck. The man who persists through the bad luck – who keeps right on going – is the man who is there when the good luck comes and is ready to receive it."
Robert Collier
"Sure luck means a lot in football. Not having a good quarterback is bad luck."
Don Shula
"I find that the harder I work, the more luck I seem to have."
Thomas Jefferson
Harmful:
"Whatever accomplishments or blessings I have or will have in my life have very little to do with my talents and effort."
Instead:
"Nothing splendid has ever been achieved except by those who dared believe that something inside them was superior to circumstance."
John Barton
"Assume responsibility for the quality of your own life."
Norman Cousins
"With the exercise of self-trust new powers shall appear."
Ralph Waldo Emerson
"Your chances of success in any undertaking can always be measured by your belief in yourself."
Robert Collier
"In the long run, we shape our lives, and we shape ourselves. The process never ends until we die. And the choices we make are our own responsibility."
Eleanor Roosevelt
Harmful:
"I don't believe that things are going to get better in the future."
Instead:
"The only limit to our realization of tomorrow will be our doubt today."
Franklin Delano Roosevelt
"We must reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aid, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn."
Henry David Thoreau
"Far away there in the sunshine are my highest aspirations. I may not reach them, but I can look up and see their beauty, believe in them and try to follow where they may lead."
Louisa May Alcott
"The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams."
Eleanor Roosevelt
"It's kind of fun to do the impossible."
Walt Disney
Harmful:
"Pursuing my dreams will only lead to disappointment."
Instead:
"It may be those who do most dream most."
Stephen Leacock
"There isn't a person anywhere that isn't capable of doing more than he thinks he can."
Henry Ford
"If you can dream it you can do it. Always remember this whole thing was started by a mouse."
Walt Disney
"Some men see things as they are and say 'why?' I dream of things that never were and say, 'why not?'"
George Bernard Shaw
"I have had dreams and I have had nightmares. I overcame the nightmares because of my dreams."
Jonas Salk
"Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find all was vanity, but the dreamers of the day are dangerous people, for they may act their dream with open eyes, and make it possible."
T. E. Lawrence (aka Lawrence of Arabia)
"A man's dreams are an index of his greatness."
Zadok Rabinowitz
OPTIMISM IN PROSE, SONGS, MOVIES
Prose, songs and movies often touch people in ways that are motivating and inspiring. In my clinical practice I found that utilizing thematic works that resonate with an individual can be an effective and enjoyable way to keep his or her little red wagon moving along – even in the most discouraging times and circumstances.
The Treasury of Motivators contains inspirational material that might appeal to you on your quest to develop an optimistic attitude. After you've read them, choose the ones that have meaning for you, or go on your own search for a work that fits the theme of optimism. Read the prose, lyrics and movie synopsis often; think about the theme every day. When you have a chance, watch the movie. Listen to the song, sing it to yourself. When you're discouraged, disenchanted or afraid, use your Treasury Motivators to bolster your spirits and faith in yourself. These tools can help you keep your eye on the prize!
The Optimist and the Pessimist: A Tale of Two Brothers
This story of twin brothers, one an optimist and one a pessimist, has been related by many people, the most famous of whom was President Ronald Reagan. There are variations on this story, but the gist of it is this: the parents of these boys decided to enter them into a research study that was attempting to define pessimism and optimism.
One child really saw the sunny side of life and the other the doom and gloom side. In the observational part of the study, each boy was taken to a different room each with a one-way mirror. The pessimist was told that the wonderful wide array of toys in the room were his for the asking. He was observed finding something wrong with each toy, making comments such as, "I don't like to play board games; this one is an ugly color; I hate toys where you have to read the instructions." He cried and cried.
The optimist was lead to a room filled with horse manure. His instructions were only that he would be in there for half an hour. The optimist laughing and smiling immediately started playing and digging in the manure. When the puzzled researchers asked the little boy why he was so happy, he said, "I figure with all that horse manure, you were going to give me a pony if I could only find it!!!"
You Make the Call
By Rick Reilly, Sports Illustrated, August 14, 2006
This article by famed sportswriter Rick Reilly captures the essence of optimism in a little boy fighting cancer. Enter the link below into your web browser, then click on the story Rick Reilly: You Make the Call.
http://search.sportsillustrated.cnn.com/pages/search.jsp?query=rick%20reilly%20romney
Climb Ev'ry Mountain
Lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II and Richard Rodgers
As sung by Mother Abbess in The Sound of Music (1959); enter this link in your web browser.
http://www.niehs.nih.gov/kids/lyrics/climbev.htm
Optimism in the Movies
If you'd like a hefty dose of optimism from the movie world, I suggest you watch the 2005 film Elizabethtown, featuring Orlando Bloom, Kirsten Dunst and Susan Sarandon. It's a touching and motivating road trip through a portion of one man's life that will help get your optimism juices flowing full force.
As the movie begins, we're introduced to Drew Baylor (Orlando Bloom), a wunderkind athletic shoe designer at Oregon-based Mercury Worldwide Shoe, whose latest creation – the "Spasmotica" – is about to lose the company a cool $972 million… a total bust in the marketplace. Eight years down the drain, no job, a complete failure in his own eyes, Drew returns to his apartment, deposits all his worldly possessions on the sidewalk, and prepares to end it all.
But a persistent caller keeps his cell phone ringing and sidetracks Drew's plan; the caller is his sister Heather, and when it rains, it pours. Their father, Mitch, has died unexpectedly while visiting relatives in Kentucky, and their mother Hollie (Susan Sarandon), is incapable of dealing with the friends and family members who blame her for Dad's departure from his home: Elizabethtown. Drew, being the responsible one in the family, must go and bring their father back to Oregon for burial.
Despondent, depressed, spaced-out, Drew's life becomes almost dream-like as he goes through the motions, and emotions, of going to his father's hometown to retrieve the body. On the flight to Louisville he meets Claire Colburn (Kirsten Dunst), a quirky, effervescent, engaging flight attendant who takes an immediate liking to Drew but senses that things are not all right with this young man. Claire, who seems to know something about everyplace and everyone, draws him a map to Elizabethtown that just happens to include her name and several phone numbers where she can be reached.
Drew finally arrives in Elizabethtown, but to him it might as well be another planet. Cousin Jesse, Uncle Dale, Cousin Bill, countless friends, distant relatives, people who knew his Dad all their lives but never left the homes they grew up in, descend upon Drew with condolences and offers to help with final arrangements. It all just adds to the confusion and despair that's consuming him, knowing that once it's all over, he still has his own "very dark date with destiny."
Back in his hotel room that night, Drew pleads for someone to answer his phone calls, just to hear a "normal" voice; he leaves messages with his sister, his mother, his girlfriend Ellen (whom he wants to speak to most), and even Claire – the odd flight attendant. Of course, when Ellen does return his call, it goes like this: "Drew, it's been real… it's been nice. It's been real nice." Add "dumped by the girlfriend" to the list. Luckily, though, he gets another phone call.
This time it's Claire, and over the next two days she and Drew carry on a non-stop, stream-of-consciousness cell phone conversation discussing musical tastes, places they've been to, places they'd like to go… the stuff of potential soul mates.
Claire is surprised at how little Drew knows about life as she's seen it, and she makes him promise that he'll return to Oregon by car – on a road trip across America. While Drew never forgets his impending date with the grim reaper, it's clear that Claire and the people of Elizabethtown are infusing him with something totally unexpected, an elixir that's slowly entering his body and transforming his life.
He reaches out to members of his extended family and, in so doing, finds solace in their acceptance of him as well as the warmth, sincerity and love they show toward his Dad. And Claire… she just won't give up on Drew, and she won't let him give up on himself. Surrounded by the "Chuck and Nancy" wedding party at his hotel and falling into the "lovin' life, lovin' you" theme of the happy couple, our two disparate characters at last spend a night together – under the watchful gaze of an urn contain Mitch Baylor's ashes.
"Just tell me you love me and get it over with!" exclaims Claire the next morning. But Drew isn't ready. He tells her all about the shoe fiasco, that he lost his company almost a billion dollars, and now he's supposed to be the responsible one in the family. "All I really want is not to be here," says Drew. "I have a very dark appointment with destiny!" Claire will have none of it. "That's it?? All about a shoe?" she asks incredulously. "So, you failed! You failed… you failed, you failed, you failed. Have the courage to fail big and stick around and make'em wonder why you're still smiling!"
The next day is Mitch's memorial, Drew's last day in Elizabethtown. Hollie and Heather arrive, and in a hilarious, poignant, loving testimonial to Mitch, the family and the town at last come together in celebration and remembrance of his time on Earth. Claire stops by too, with a special gift for Drew's promised road trip home – a package containing maps, music, instructions and other worldly advice, all created by Claire for a driving adventure across America. "Call me," she says to Drew, "but not before you get home. Just get into the great melancholy… it's a great map."
With the urn containing his Father's ashes strapped in the passenger seat beside him, Drew sets out per the instructions, popping CDs into the player when prompted, paying homage to an America he's never seen. When news of the disaster at Mercury Worldwide Shoe becomes public, Claire says on the CD: "You have five minutes to wallow in the delicious misery. Enjoy it, embrace it, discard it, and proceed." Every stop she orchestrates for Drew along the way speaks to hope and optimism: the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, where Martin Luther King, Jr. was killed (and where Drew spreads a handful of Mitch's ashes); the Survivor Tree in Oklahoma City, site of the Oklahoma City bombing (more ashes).
"Sadness is easier because it's a renter," explains Claire. "I say, make time to dance alone, with one hand waving free!!" Along the way, Drew allows himself to cry – for the first time – over his Father's death, recalling the special times they spent together, dropping ashes as he drives. Life is becoming important again to Drew… important, meaningful, worth living.
In the closing scene, following Claire's instructions to stop at the "Second Largest Farmer's Market in the World," for essentials he'll need to get home, Drew gets this message: "Here you have reached a fork in the road. You can go back to your car and the instructions will take you home. Or – look for a girl in a red hat, who's waiting for you with an alternative plan." When Drew and Claire embrace again, presumably for the long haul, the film ends with Drew saing: "I recall the British Special Service Air Force motto – 'those who risk, win.' And the Pacific Northwest salmon, who beats itself bloody on its quest to swim 100 miles upstream with a single purpose… sex, of course. But also – life."
MOTIVATIONAL QUOTES THAT BUILD AN OPTIMISTIC ATTITUDE
There are several subject categories that are relevant to strength of optimism or the lack thereof. Wise quotations about a specific subject can serve to teach you topical, proactive beliefs, expectations and thoughts to replace the reactive garbage that blocks your forward progress. For example, if a lack of "belief in yourself" and its associated thinking is a particular habit of yours, find a quote that motivates you to overcome this. Repeat it to yourself often, replacing any self-defeating dialogue.
On Optimism
"No pessimist ever discovered the secrets of the stars, or sailed to an uncharted land, or opened a new heaven to a human spirit. There is no sadder sight than a young pessimist."
Mark Twain
"A cynic is not merely one who reads bitter lessons from the past; he is one who is prematurely disappointed in the future."
Sydney J. Harris
"Hope sees the invisible, feels the intangible and achieves the impossible."
Helen Keller
"A pessimist thinks nothing is so bad it can't get worse; an optimist thinks there's nothing so good it can't get better."
Author Unknown
"Optimism is a kind of heart stimulant – the digitalis of failure."
Elbert Hubbard
On Believing in Yourself
"If we did all the things we were capable of doing, we would literally astound ourselves."
Thomas Alva Edison
"Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more important than any other one thing."
Abraham Lincoln
"With the exercise of self-trust new powers shall appear."
Ralph Waldo Emerson
"In the world to come, I shall not be asked, 'Why are you not Moses?' I shall be asked, 'Why were you not Zusya?'"
Rabbi Zusya
"It's never too late to become what you might have been."
George Eliot
On Dreams
"There is nothing like a dream to create the future."
Victor Hugo
"I have learned this at least by my experiment: that if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours."
Henry David Thoreau
"Without leaps of imagination or dreaming, we lose the excitement of possibilities. Dreaming, after all, is a form of planning."
Gloria Steinem
"Hope is a waking dream."
Aristotle
On Opportunities/Possibilities
"One hundred percent of the shots you don't take don't go in."
Wayne Gretsky
"When we think positively and imagine what we want, we risk disappointment; when we don't, we ensure it."
Lana Limbert
"The best way to have a good idea is to have a lot of ideas."
Dr. Linus Pauling
"When the student is ready, the teacher will appear."
Zen Proverb
"It is always your next move."
Napoleon Hill
"Opportunity dances with those who are already on the dance floor."
H. Jackson Brown, Jr.
EFFECTIVE, PRACTICAL TECHNIQUES FOR BUILDING OPTIMISM
In order to change the beliefs and behaviors that you identified as problematic in the Chart on Optimism, you'll need to learn some specific concepts and techniques. These include:
o Principles of Behavior Change
o The Stress Response
o Abdominal Breathing
o Imagery Relaxation
o Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR)
o The Relaxation Response
o Systematic Desensitization
o Assertiveness
o Disputing
o Distraction
These techniques are discussed in detail in Chapter 7.
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Recommended Readings:
Peterson, C. and Bossio, L. (1991), Health and Optimism
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COURAGE -- Face Your Fears, Take Risks
You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face… you must do the thing which you think you cannot do."
Eleanor Roosevelt
Courage is a towering strength, one that has earned the revered status of a virtue over the ages. To many it may represent something quite daunting, but in reality, it's not nearly as elusive as many people might believe. Courage propels a person from powerless to robust and increases exponentially the ability to transform an impossible dream into a mission accomplished. Walt Disney, the great dream maker, believes that, "All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them."
I get such a kick out of helping people who either advertently or inadvertently have allowed themselves to be frozen out of their hopes and dreams because they're afraid to be courageous. I remember being asked by an assistant in my office how in the world I could see so many depressed, stressed and anxious clients and still profess to enjoy my work. I paused to formulate my response and said, "Because they get better!"
I love watching the 150 watt light bulb go on during their journey forward, the epiphany that facing your fears and refusing to be helpless makes you a mighty force for enacting your vision and ensuring the quest to become the best you can be. The process of learning to take risks and act boldly is truly an awesome experience, the gift that keeps on giving. This is the gift you give to yourself and the one you offer to others by your example. Children reap enormous benefits when parents and other adults express the belief that courage is profoundly important and then act in accordance with that belief again and again.
TYPES OF COURAGE
Courage manifests in a number of ways. Physical courage is the type that generally comes to mind first: Putting oneself in harm's way to save another or to fight for a beloved cause. The man who does not know how to swim yet jumps in the river to save a child is a model of physical courage. Then there is moral courage, which involves standing up for beliefs when doing so may well lead to aversive personal consequences such as decreased security, comfort or popularity. Whistle-blowers in corporations and government exemplify moral courage.
Psychological courage, the focus of this book, is about being hale and hardy in your internal world, making choices for yourself and converting them into behavioral expression. It is exemplified by proactively dealing with situations such as: Facing psychological, emotional and medical problems, making difficult and bold choices, ending unhealthy interpersonal situations, making important habit changes, welcoming and using change as an ally instead of an adversary, and becoming the person you want to be by pursuing your goals and dreams to a fare-thee-well. The three types of courage often interact and strengthen one another.
THE ROLE OF FEAR
What is the common bond among the three types of courage? Quite simply, FEAR. As Senator John McCain posits in his book, Why Courage Matters, "There is only one thing we can claim with complete confidence is indispensable to courage, that must always be present for courage to exist – FEAR. You must be afraid to have courage." Mark Twain declares, "Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear, not the absence of fear." Ambrose Redmoon proclaims, "Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgment that something else is more important than fear." And according to John Wayne, "Courage is being scared to death and saddling up anyway."
I have to say this concept of what constitutes courage appears to be foreign to many folks in my world. Clients, relatives and friends have painfully confessed experiencing fearfulness with the misguided conclusion that fearfulness connotes personal weakness. This is truly an irrational belief with remarkably negative consequences! Chastising yourself for experiencing fearful feelings and physical symptoms is like telling yourself you're a pig because you have hunger pangs. Useless, deflating and damn dumb in my book!
Fear, like hunger, is nature's way of insuring survival of the species. It is a distinct part of human wiring, not something that should be a source of shame. What counts is your attitude and behavior when faced with the uncomfortable feelings of the fear response, which can range in intensity from mild to extreme. What do you tell yourself and what do you do? Do you believe that owning your own life is more important than retreating from the fearful situation? And are you willing to do what it takes to shape your life in the direction of your goals in spite of fear? Ben Johnson asserts, "No greater hell than to be a slave to fear."
THE BENEFITS OF PSYCHOLOGICAL COURAGE
What do you have to gain by becoming psychologically courageous? Yourself! There is a wonderful freedom that comes from being brave and facing your fears. Robert Frost maintains that, "Freedom lies in being bold."
Unchallenged fear is a prison that progressively depletes your world of choices as you comply repeatedly with its dictates. A slippery slope indeed! Avoidance leads to more avoidance, becoming a debilitating detour from a fulfilling, fruitful life. Anais Nin, the French author famous for her diaries, contends that, "Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one's courage." With courage you have a greater opportunity to be the person you want to be.
Courage fosters creativity, happiness, integrity and social connections. It is a potent, integral variable in the growth of persistence, optimism, passion and resilience. Without the "red badge of courage," the other strengths weaken and fade. Sir Winston Churchill trumpets, "Courage is rightly esteemed the first of human qualities… because it is the quality that guarantees all others." Remarkably, courage turns change from a fear stimulus to a "field of dreams," helping in the discovery of the power within. It is super fuel for your little red wagon!
Self-Empowerment
Courage nourishes self-confidence, self-respect, self-efficacy and personal growth. You say "NO" to the path of avoidance, the alluring, deceptive path of least resistance, and choose the path of forward motion, facing fear straight away. Lao-Tzu, the founder of the Chinese philosophy Taoism, believes, "A man with outward courage dares to die. A man with inward courage dares to live." Seneca, the wise Roman philosopher, captures the difficulty of many people who struggle: "Sometimes even to live is an act of courage."
Abraham Maslow, the famous psychologist, declares, "You will either step forward in growth or you will step back in safety." The common misconception regarding security is addressed by Alan Cohen when he says, "It takes a lot of courage to release the familiar and seemingly secure, to embrace the new. But there is no real security in what is no longer meaningful. There is more security in the adventurous and exciting, for in movement there is life and in change there is power." Helen Keller professes, "Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature… Life is either a daring adventure or nothing."
Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish existential philosopher, asserts, "To dare is to lose one's footing momentarily. To not dare is to lose oneself." Norman Mailer, the American novelist, playwright and film director, points out, "There was that law of life, so cruel and so just, which demanded that one must grow or else pay more for remaining the same."
Self-empowerment is about choosing. Peter Senge, the author of Wrote Presence: Human Purpose and the Field of the Future, contends, "Personal mastery teaches us to choose. Choosing is a courageous act; picking the results and actions which you will make into your destiny." Seneca, the Roman philosopher, advises, "It is not because things are difficult that we do not dare, it is because we do not dare that things are difficult."
Self-confidence often soars like the eagle with keen eyes and powerful wings when one takes the path of courage. How so? As Jack Gibb, a pioneer of humanistic psychology informs us, "Self-confidence is the result of a successfully survived risk." And William Jennings Bryan, an early U. S. Secretary of State, is convinced that, "The way to develop self-confidence is to do the thing you fear."
Acting with courage contributes to a healthier life. In their book, How You Feel is Up To You, psychologists Gary McKay and Don Dinkmeyer conclude that, "Courage and risk-taking are central elements in coping with stress." Stephen Covey, author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, declares, "It takes courage to realize that you are greater than your moods, greater than your thoughts and that you can control your moods and thoughts." People with stress, anxiety and depression can improve their mental and physical health by facing their fears rather than retreating.
Horace, the Roman poet, contends, "It is courage, courage, courage that raises the blood of life to a crimson splendor. Live bravely and present a brave front to adversity." The French poet, Guillaume Appollinaire, heralds the possibilities garnered by courage:
"Come to the edge.
We can't. We're afraid.
Come to the edge.
We can't. We will fall.
And they came.
And he pushed them.
And they flew."
Annie Besant, an English social reformer, recommends the attitude of personal power: "Never forget that life can only be nobly inspired and rightly lived if you take it bravely and gallantly, as a splendid adventure in which you are setting out into an unknown country, to meet many a joy, to find many a comrade, to win and lose many a battle."
Creativity
Creativity requires courage, courage, courage. It requires the willingness to take leaps into the unknown; it requires the fortitude to continue to believe in yourself and your creation when others offer only discouragement. According to Albert von Szent Gyorgy, Nobel Laureate in Medicine, "Discovery consists of seeing what everybody else has seen and thinking what nobody has thought." Maxwell Maltz suggests that, "we must have courage to bet on our ideas, to take the calculated risk, and to act…."
Creativity requires managing the fear of failure and sometimes the fear of success. Joseph Chilton Pearce, the author of Magical Child, tells us, "To live a creative life, we must lose our fear of being wrong." Erich Fromm believes, "Creativity requires the courage to let go of certainties." According to Doc Childre and Bruce Cryer in their book From Chaos to Coherence, "Any jazz musician knows, it takes flexibility and adaptability for improvisation to create beauty." Adaptability requires the courage to change, the courage to go where the flow takes you.
Erica Jong, American author and educator, points out, "Everyone has talent. What is rare is the courage to follow that talent to the dark place where it leads." Neil Simon, the American playwright, gets right to the heart of it when he concludes, "If no one ever took risks, Michelangelo would have painted the Sistine floor."
Creativity is born of adventurousness — flirting with the impossible — which so often takes mountains of courage. Thomas Disch believes that "Creativity is the ability to see relationships where none exist." The Dalai Lama asserts that, "Great love and great achievement require great risk." Rollo May contends "Creativity is neither the product of neurosis nor simple talent, but an intense encounter with the gods." And Henri Matisse, the 20th century French painter and artist, warns, "An artist must never be a prisoner. Prisoner? An artist should never be a prisoner of himself, prisoner of style, prisoner of reputation, prisoner of success, etc."
Happiness
Courage and happiness go hand in hand. According to Holbrook Jackson, the British journalist, writer and publisher, "Happiness is a form of courage." Seneca tells us, "Where fear is, happiness is not." When fear controls you, choices and the gifts of life become very elusive. George Sheehan explains that, "Happiness is different from pleasure. Happiness has something to do with struggling and enduring and accomplishing."
Dan Baker, a psychologist, and Cameron Stauth, in their book What Happy People Know, advise "We need to be willing to charge headlong into the inferno of our most horrific fears – eyes open, intellect and spirit at the ready – even as our survival instincts are screaming, 'Run! Run! Get out!' That takes courage, and that's why courage is one of the prerequisites for happiness." And further they conclude that uncontested fear is the "greatest enemy of happiness…."
Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher, advises, "The secret of harvesting from existence the greatest fruitfulness and the greatest enjoyment is – to live dangerously! Build your cities on the slopes of Vesuvius! Send your ships into uncharted seas." Walter Bagehot, the 19th century British journalist believes, "The great pleasure in life is doing what people say you cannot do."
Alexander Dumas, the French writer, explains, "Happiness is like those palaces in fairy tales whose gates are guarded by dragons; we must fight in order to conquer it." Robert Anthony, author of How to Make the Impossible Possible and Doing What You Love – Loving What You Do, suggests, "Most people would rather be certain they're miserable, than risk being happy." How sad is that?
Success
I probably don't have to work too hard to convince you that courage and success are highly interactive; that is, each goes a long way in promoting the other. Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American author and philosopher, makes the connection, "Whatever you do, you need courage. Whatever course you decide upon, there is always someone to tell you that you are wrong. There are always difficulties arising that tempt you to believe your critics are right. To map out a course of action and follow it to an end requires some of the same courage that a soldier needs…."
Terence, the Roman playwright, clamors, "Fortune favors the brave." Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the German poet and humanist, urges, "Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it. Begin it now." And James Bryant Conant, the former Harvard University President, says, "Behold the turtle. He makes progress only when he sticks his neck out." Phillip Adams points out, "A lot of successful people are risk-takers. Unless you are willing to do that, to have a go, to fail miserably, and have another go, success won't happen." Frederick Wilcox warns, "Progress always involves risk; you can't steal second base and keep your foot on first."
Courage leads the way. Marcel France confides, "The secret of life is this: when you hear cannons, walk toward them." H. Jackson Browne, Jr., maintains, "Don't be afraid to go out on a limb. That's where the fruit is." Robert F. Kennedy, former United States Senator and Attorney General, posits, "Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly." And George Sheehan tells us, "Success means having the courage, the determination, and the will to become the person you believe you were meant to be."
A Gift to Others
Courage is the gift we give to others by our example. In a moving tribute to her husband, Eleanor Clift, the political commentator and contributing editor to Newsweek magazine, told of her husband's courage and its effect on others in his battle with kidney cancer. This article, published on April 1, 2005, can be accessed at http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/7357718/site/newsweek/.
Her husband, Tom Brazaitis, died one day before Terry Schiavo. Imagine the irony of a political columnist seeing her husband slip away as the world watches the Schiavo news story. What Eleanor Clift wants you to know is how bravely he faced his struggle with cancer. Diagnosed in 1999 with kidney cancer, the pernicious disease had spread to his lungs within a year. The dire diagnosis evoked his journalist instincts, leading him down a path of researching and subjecting himself to grueling interventions.
Tom continued to write for the Cleveland Plain Dealer about politics and his medical status throughout the ordeal. Eleanor points out that he eschewed self- pity and refused to complain. He thought of his struggle as a sports event in which he was playing defense. As she states, he faced this disease "with a clarity of mind and spirit that made him an inspiration to others." He talked her into joining him in an interview with Diane Rehm on her radio program. By this time the cancer had invaded his brain. The courage he displayed in his answers affected many people in the radio audience. Courage is contagious.
THE RESULTS OF PSYCHOLOGICAL COWARDICE
In the event that you allow yourself to be governed by fear, lacking the courage to proactively live the life that is congruent with your vision, there are many negative consequences you can anticipate. The likelihood of getting what you want is markedly reduced. As Nora Roberts asserts, "If you don't go after what you want, you'll never have it. If you don't ask, the answer is always no. If you don't step forward, you'll always be in the same place." This positions you to assume the helpless role, a self-debasing role that evokes disrespect and sometimes abuse from others while fostering conformity.
The psychological coward sooner or later experiences disappointment and haunting regrets about numerous lost opportunities. Mark Twain warns that, "Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn't do than the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore, dream, discover."
Regrets pile up and before you know it all you can think about is what you have lost and cannot regain. Your growth has been stunted; you keep paying dearly for your fear of fear. And sadly, this defeatist, fear-driven approach is often passed from generation to generation. The character Victor Fox in the movie Unconditional Love draws a quirky, but accurate, conclusion: "A life lived in fear is no fun." Indeed. Psychological cowards are controlled from without, not from within, and their ability to garner what is resplendent in this life is severely limited.
THE ELEMENTS OF PSYCHOLOGICAL COURAGE
Managing Fear Instead of Letting it Manage You
"Fear is the cancer of the human spirit."
Rick Beneteau
What is malignant to the human spirit is not fear alone, but the capitulation to fear. Dealing with fear in proactive, healthy ways is the primary element of psychological courage. Fear is one of the emotional/physical pathways set into gear when the old, non-thinking part of the brain perceives that a situation is life-threatening. The other pathway is aggression. The fear reaction sets the body in motion to run or escape from the threat, while the aggression reaction sets the body in motion to fight. This "fight or flight response" is essential in truly dangerous circumstances to decrease the chance of injury or death.
The key word here is "perceives." The perception that a situation is life-threatening does not mean it is. And therein lies the rub. Most of us have experienced fear in circumstances that do not threaten our safety. But our body is acting like a big old bear is chasing us down a mountain! The response is the same as in the days of the cavemen. It is, however, our interpretation of the situation – what we tell ourselves about the potential consequences – instead of a real threat of danger that has become the trigger.
As Dean Koontz tells us in his novel, Seize the Night:
"With higher intelligence comes an awareness of the complexity of the world, and from this awareness arises a sense of mystery, wonder. Superstition is the dark side of wonder. Creatures with simple animal intelligence fear only real things, such as their natural predators. But those of us who have higher cognitive abilities are able to torture ourselves with an infinite menagerie of imaginary threats: ghosts and goblins and vampires and brain-eating extraterrestrials. Worse, we find it difficult not to dwell on the most terrifying two words in any language, even monkey-talk: what if…"
What are these fears that paralyze us needlessly? Some people fear making mistakes, or even more catastrophic, failing in any way. Just the thought can generate a panic attack. Others will do just about anything to avoid disapproval or embarrassment. Then there is fear of the unknown. Whoa, how overwhelming is that, since there are so many unknowns in this life?
The one I love is fear of success. Imagine what an action-stopper that can be; some people are afraid of both failure and success! Fear of change and the possible loss of control that can accompany it, even if for a short time, can profoundly intimidate some people. And on and on it goes….
These non life-threatening possibilities are often interpreted as being dire. They have much to do with our learning and the ways in which we talk to ourselves about how bad things might get if such and such happens. For example, you might tell yourself that it would be devastating if people laughed at you because of some goofy thing you said when giving a speech, or that you might disappoint someone if you had a lame answer to an intelligent question from a member of the audience.
For many years, from childhood through graduate school, I was horrified by public speaking. I realized on a rational level that this was a very common fear, but I still believed beyond a doubt that my case was special, that for some reason I was more terrorized by this prospect than anyone in history. Just the thought of presenting in front of a group made me feel incredibly sick. Now that I've worked for so many years with clients who are fearful, I realize many people feel like their reactions are beyond the usual human experience. Okay, I'm not special!
Anyway, I was compelled to overcome this fear because professors are not very understanding of graduate students with this problem (or any other problem for that matter). The real day of reckoning came when my supervising professor assigned me to give a lecture to a psychology association membership.
On the way to the talk, I actually thought how being in a minor car accident might be preferable to showing up! Not that I would intentionally do such a ridiculous thing, but how crazy is that? Think about it. I imagined how great it would be to have some sort of acceptable excuse to avoid my fear rather than stand and talk to people who had no reason to hurt me! When I work with clients I reflect on that day; the very vivid memory keeps my empathy flowing.
I am delighted to tell you that fear is very treatable and, in most cases, without a therapist. The principles and tools are pretty straightforward. Keep in mind that you are dealing with the "fight or flight response." Abundant research and clinical work have availed strategies that can empower you to confront your fear and manage it quite well. This is true even if you have an anxiety disorder that may make this response potentially more challenging. I learned these strategies, and some time ago I conquered any fear of giving public talks… a relief indeed! I will be getting into effective strategies later in the book.
People with anxiety disorders generally have a heightened reaction to certain fear-evoking situations. The reaction may be triggered more quickly, may last longer, or may be greater in intensity than would be the effect on the rest of us. You bet – that's not fair! The same strategies are used for managing these heightened reactions with a significant success rate. So for those of you with anxiety disorders, realize that it is far better to spend your energy utilizing effective methods than to waste energy wondering "why me?" It is what it is. Confucius believes, "It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness." People with anxiety disorders often need professional help to manage the condition optimally.
Making Difficult or Bold Choices and Taking Risks
Rollo May, the American psychologist and author of The Courage to Create, has this to say about the importance of choosing:
"The acorn becomes an oak by means of automatic growth; no commitment is necessary. The kitten similarly becomes a cat on the basis of instinct. Nature and being are identical in creatures like them. But a man or woman becomes fully human only by his or her choices and his or her commitment to them. People attain worth and dignity by the multitude of decisions they make from day to day."
Making bold choices involves learning to tolerate, even enjoy, the prospect of unknown results. It is an attitude of wonder, not fear of the unpredictable. Making difficult or bold choices teaches us to look at the plethora of possibilities. And with each choice that's made, we're rewarded with strength and self-confidence, even if the choice does not work out as well as we had hoped. According to Harvey Mackay, author of Swim With the Sharks Without Being Eaten Alive, "There are lots of ways to become a failure, but never taking a chance is the most successful."
Taking risks and making courageous decisions are integral in paving the path to your personally-defined destiny. As one of my very favorite authors, Dr Seuss explains, "If you want to catch beasts you don't see everyday, you have to go out-of-the-way. You have to go places no others can get to. You have to get cold and you have to get wet, too."
Taking risks can alert the brain to engage its alarm system. But keep in mind that when you are not held hostage by this primitive system, you become the engineer of your existence. Anais Nin declares, "It takes courage to push yourself to places you have never been before, to test your limits, to break through barriers. And the day came when the risk it took to remain tight inside the bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom." Andre Gide observes that, "One does not discover new lands without consenting to lose sight of the shore." And Mario Andretti suggests, "If things seem in control, you are not going fast enough."
Being Ready, Willing and Able to Face Conflict
Interpersonal conflict can have a chilling, incapacitating impact on many people. Once a person starts avoiding or retreating from conflict, this pattern of avoidance and escape gets a heavy dose of negative reinforcement. The concept of negative reinforcement/avoidance learning is important in understanding and changing behavior. Left unaddressed, it wields a destructive influence on your ability to succeed in your goals and dreams. Bottom line, whatever you avoid due to fear detours your little red wagon.
When you avoid something that evokes the fear response, the physiological, cognitive and emotional symptoms generally subside. Avoidance is reinforced by the removal or curtailing of these symptoms. You feel better when the symptoms decrease so in the future you'll be more likely to use this same approach. All types of reinforcement increase the probability of the behavior they follow. The reinforcement here is symptom decrease. The behavior is avoidance or escape from conflict.
A husband hates getting into arguments with his wife. She's much quicker at comebacks and can be quite the bully. As a child he hated hearing his parents argue and then came the disturbing silence for what seemed like an eternity to a small boy. The husband has learned to keep his mouth shut regarding opinions that dissent with his wife's views. In this way he avoids the discomfort of conflict and silence and spares his child from the fear and sadness he felt growing up. His avoidance is reinforced by peace at home.
Sound okay? No way. This husband has convinced himself that psychological cowardice is his best course. It's not. He is not standing up for himself. He has adopted a role of emotional impotence that almost always fosters resentment and difficulty in relationships. As Barbara De Angelis, Ph.D., maintains:
"Living with integrity means: Not settling for less than what you know you deserve in your relationships. Asking for what you want and need from others. Speaking your truth, even though it might create conflict or tension. Behaving in ways that are in harmony with your personal values. Making choices based on what you believe, and not what others believe."
To add to the dysfunctional effects, the husband is setting an unhealthy example for his child, an example of acquiescing again and again. Milton R. Sapirstein, author of Paradoxes of Everyday Life, contends that, "To observe people in conflict is a necessary part of a child's education. It helps him to understand and accept his own occasional hostilities and to realize that differing opinions need not imply an absence of love."
I stipulate that conflict is best handled with fair fighting skills and rules. The husband and his wife in my example need to learn assertiveness and conflict resolution. Ann Landers subscribes to the belief that, "All married couples should learn the art of battle as they should learn the art of making love. Good battle is objective and honest – never vicious or cruel. Good battle is healthy and constructive and brings to a marriage the principal of equal partnership."
Abraham Maslow, the American psychologist believes that, "Conflict itself is, of course, a sign of health as you would know if you ever met really apathetic people, really hopeless people, people who have given up hoping, striving, coping."
Developing a Proactive Attitude Toward Difficulties in Life
A person's attitude about failure and difficulties has a commanding effect on the vim and vigor of psychological courage. If you believe that failure is shameful or unfair and difficulties are something to cry over, then courage will be sadly compromised in your repository of strengths.
After all, you can choose to allow life's stuff to beat you down and depress you, or you can take to heart the words of Leonardo Da Vinci: "Obstacles cannot crush me; every obstacle yields to firm resolve." It takes courage to keep moving in spite of life's "to be expected" arduous downturns and troubles.
Who in the world told you that goal achievement was supposed to come easily, quickly and without some bruises and cuts – sometimes deep cuts? If that's the assumption you have, it would serve you well to give that irrational belief the heave ho. Instead of feeling sorry for yourself, refuse to be discouraged by failures, delays, difficulties, mistakes and other prickly interruptions. Change your internal dialogue. Rethink what it means to propel your little red wagon – your goal and dream machine.
Tell yourself that it won't do any good to wish that your little red wagon had its own engine, maintenance-free, no refueling necessary, and that the route is direct and without potholes, detours or steep inclines. Courage is born of understanding and accepting that life, with its dreams and goals, is often messy, difficult and painful. But for goodness sakes, take heart in what Christopher Robin said to Pooh, "Promise me you'll always remember you're braver than you believe, and stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think."
Some difficulties, of course, are more stinging than others. Courage is a major component of the strength of resilience. When terrible things happen or when many difficulties occur simultaneously, courage will be a significant strength in helping you bounce back, in helping you persist. Mary Ann Rodmacher-Hersh believes, "Courage doesn't always roar. Sometimes courage is the quiet voice at the end of the day saying, 'I will try again tomorrow.'"
Facing Psychological, Emotional and Medical Problems
I have spent a great portion of my professional career treating individuals with psychological problems. I can tell you that facing one's psychological and emotional demons requires profound courage. Whether it's the woman with panic disorder who feels like she's having a heart attack each time she drives her children to school; or the person with bipolar disorder who's on a roller coaster ride of mania followed by deep depression; or the little boy who hears voices; or the man who was abused as a child and still suffers from the trauma, courage is mandatory for these people in their quest for mental health.
Committing to treatment and doing what needs to be done invariably present monumental challenges that so often evoke sheer terror. I take my hat off to anyone who finds the courage for such an important endeavor. Those of us who have not been plagued with these conditions cannot really understand the magnitude of courage that one must muster to do what needs to be done.
Facing medical problems, too, often presents gargantuan challenges that require enormous courage and resolve. Undergoing painful and frightening procedures, taking medications that have untoward side effects, experiencing physical limitations, waiting for what seems like an eternity for potentially life-altering answers, or receiving a frightening prognosis exemplify only some of the experiences in which one's courage will be put to the test.
Mother Theresa states, "To have courage for whatever comes in life – everything lies in that." Courage is facing these challenges and at the same time continuing to live each day to the fullest. Alice M. Swain reminds us that, "Courage is not the flowering oak that sees storms come and go; it is the fragile blossom that opens in the snow."
Ending Unhealthy Interpersonal Situations
Eleanor Roosevelt said, "You gain courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, 'I have lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.' You must do the thing you think you cannot do." Many people find themselves in complicated, abusive relationships where fear and uncertainty are pervasive, where the choice to end the situation is fraught with unknown, potentially negative consequences.
The woman without financial options whose husband beats her and the children has to look long and hard for the backbone to leave. Her problems are overwhelming; after all, how will they survive without an income? What if he comes after them in a rage? Or the teenager who was lonely and embarrassed not to have a boyfriend; she believes something is wrong with her if she's not involved in a relationship. Her current partner is kind now and then, but most of the time he tells her she's a loser and too fat. She wonders, "isn't any kind of boyfriend better than no boyfriend at all?"
And then there's the man whose father has criticized him since childhood. He has tried every way he knows to please and impress this man – painfully, to no avail. If his father cannot love him, he thinks maybe he is unlovable. These are the relationships that need to be modified, even terminated. They are toxic. It takes tremendous courage to do what needs to be done. Professional help is often warranted in cases such as these.
Making Important Habit Changes
Habits are not, in and of themselves, negative. Many of the habits we have serve us well. It's not possible, and definitely not convenient, to have to think about everything we do day in and day out. Brushing your teeth in the morning and after each meal is done automatically; it has become a habit. There are some habits, however, that do not serve us well.
Some are pesky, little habits like nail biting that we would prefer to eliminate; some are bad habits that have a moderately negative effect on our health, well-being and goal achievement, such as eating more food than we need or working too much or not getting enough exercise. Then there are some habits that are highly destructive in our lives and in the lives of those close to us. It takes courage, in some cases, huge quantities of courage, to do what needs to be done to change or eliminate these habits.
Most addictions (other than to chocolate, of course), would fall into the category of needing more help than simple habit change. And often just following guidelines spelled out in a book simply is insufficient. More support and/or treatment are indicated. Conquering addictions requires great courage.
Abraham Lincoln declares, "Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more important than any other one thing." Do NOT be discouraged if you have met with little or no success in building new positive habits or reforming old negative habits. To be courageous in this context often requires specific information and a persistent attitude to get the job done. I love that commercial about smoking cessation. A kind voice says, "All those other times you tried, maybe they were just practice."
Making Change Your Ally Instead of Your Adversary
You have a choice in how you view, react to and utilize change. You can be afraid, hoping that very little will be different from what you have come to expect, or you can welcome change as one of your best friends. Either way, change will come, whether you like it or not. Outside factors just don't stay the same!
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/55063 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!