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How to Boost Optimism and Develop a Balanced Mindset 

 

It is easy enough to quit after a failed attempt or bad experience, however the ability to bounce back 

from defeat or “hang in there” is a strength that isn’t just for elite athletes or sports stars, its for all of 

us. Martin Seligman explains in his book “Leaned Optimism” why optimists bounce back from failure, 

whether this be a failed exam, divorce or unemployment, whilst pessimists give up easily and are 

therefore more prone to depression.  

These differences are significant as optimists are more successful in almost all areas of human 

endeavours including relationships, business, general health and sport.  

Martin Seligman describes explanatory styles as “the manner in which you habitually explain to 

yourself why events happen” (Seligman, 1990). In other words, they are the stories we tell ourselves 

to make sense of our life and our explanatory style is the usual pattern of interpretation and 

explanation of events. The explanatory styles of pessimists vs optimists are easily distinguished using 

the 3 P’s. 

1. Personalisation: the perception of causality. Events are internally or externally caused with 
pessimists interpreting the cause as personal eg I am a failure. In contrast, an optimist allows 
for non-personal factors eg I don’t compete as well in the heat 

2. Permanence: the perception of time. Pessimists interpret setbacks as permanent eg I’ll never 
succeed at this level. Optimists may see the setback as temporary eg I didn’t prepare well this 
time 

3. Pervasiveness: the perception of space. Pessimists see setbacks as all pervasive eg nothing 
works out for me. Whereas optimists may see the setback as narrowly contained or confined 
to one area of life eg I still have a life outside of this sport  

 

Explanatory styles in Daily Life 

With the example of Bob who has applied for a job but was however unsuccessful. Bob assumes that 

the reason he missed out is personal (I wasn’t good enough), permanent (ill never get a job) and/or 

pervasive (this ruined everything – what is the point anymore). With this pessimist explanatory style 

Bob is at risk of giving up completely and is also more vulnerable to depression.  

When faced with loss or disappointment we can all benefit from asking ourselves three important 

questions 

1. Am I really to blame, or was it just bad luck, the situation, or other people? 
2. How long will it last, ie will it always be like this or will it pass? 
3. What does this really affect in my life and what will remain unaffected? 

 
Have the answers to this questions in the back of your head and read them to yourself next time life 

kicks you around. 
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Developing a Balanced Mindset  

It is important to recognise that positive psychology acknowledges “optimism can have costs if it is too 

unrealistic” (Peterson, 2000). Therefore, psychologists caution individuals to avoid optimism if you are 

trying to plan for a risky or uncertain future because pessimism helps maintain caution and analytic 

thinking (key components or effective decision making).  

The goal is to choose the type of explanatory style that will be most effective for the given situation.  

 

If you have any further questions relating to optimism and developing a balanced mindset please 

contact Working Life on 1300 369 072 or email mail@working-life.net  
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