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Thinking Modes: Optimism in the Workplace 

Just getting up in the morning and going to work make some truism’s real, such as success makes people more optimistic about what they are doing. Optimistic people are successful because they see themselves as problem-solvers, which means that they have a quiver of alternatives for pursuing a problem. When one alternative misses the point, optimistic people simply take another shot or move on to another approach. Optimists find ways to accomplish things. They keep trying, looking, experimenting, and, eventually, one of their attempts work.


According to Seligman, “the optimist perseveres. In the face of routine setbacks, and even of major failures, [the optimist] persists” (p. 255).  The optimist comes back and tries again, particularly when other people give in or give up. Optimism is a way of thinking that can make the difference between doing a job well and not doing it at all. Optimists are highly adaptable, like really good basketball players such as John Stockton, guard for the Utah Jazz professional basketball team in the 90’s. Stockton brings the ball down the floor, weaving among both offensive and defensive players, constantly looking for any open player but mostly for Karl Malone or one of the Jazz players cutting for the basket. He makes dozens of split-second adjustments and changes in direction as he dribbles the ball, constantly looking for openings in what seems like an impenetrable wall of opposition, seeking alternative routes and passing lanes.

Optimistic people are like Stockton; they make the most of their talents and encourage others to do the same. That’s why we like optimistic people. They exude energy. They work in an atmosphere of dynamism.


On the other hand, we all have our points of discouragement that often lead to a bit of pessimism. Losses are some of the most common sources of unhappy events. For example, losses of physical things, such as homes, business deals, jewelry, and gifts bring about negative feelings. In fact, losses of any kind may be at the core of and the best test of whether we are optimistic or pessimistic thinkers.  Just consider the different kinds of losses, beyond losses of physical things,  that can afflict each of us. You can lose people through death, divorce, prison, illness, and moving away; you can lose relationships when you fail to perform as others expect and get fired, or break up with a friend; you can lose your self-respect by not getting something you want, by being rejected, and by associating with someone who is down and out; you can lose your skills through accidents, growing older, and through disuse and neglect; finally, you can lose opportunities through your failure to act, through indifference, indecision, and lack of information. Losses are truly unhappy events that lead to anger, frustration, borderline anhedonia, and even to depression.  


Unhappy events challenge even the most optimistic people and provoke hostility in the rest of us. Unhappy events confront your optimism and serve as the basis of pessimistic attitudes toward work, and workplaces specifically, and toward the world in general. In fact, how you handle events that you believe create unhappiness in your life are the litmus tests of your optimism and how optimistically you think. Reactions to events in your life that produce negative feelings reveal to others how optimistic you are. 


At first blush, at least, no one likes to experience unhappy things. Negative acts are not very exciting. Thus, you probably have a tendency to avoid potentially negative happenings. You just want to get away from and stay away from as many of those unhappy events as you can. You might even find yourself consciously steering away from unhappy events so as to have as many happy events as you can.


If you can’t avoid an unhappy event, what do you do then? Most people try to minimize the impact of the event on them. You might build a shell to protect yourself from any detrimental consequences. You may confront or attack the source of the unhappy even to reduce its strength. You might parry and deflect actions and objects that appear to constitute the unhappy event in an effort to break it up and turn its impact in another direction.


Now, however, suppose you can’t avoid the unhappy event or even minimize its impact! What do you do then? What happens when the unhappy event occurs and you are directly in the path or the whirlwind of actions, being swept along, suffering the consequences of outrageous fortune?  Suppose your spouse moves for a divorce? Suppose you do receive a pink slip and are separated from your company?  Suppose you do have an accident? Suppose you do miss an important deadline? Suppose you are stood up by a date for a highly fashionable dance? Suppose you do lose your diamond bracelet? Suppose you miss an important promotion? Suppose you are given a demotion instead? Suppose you do not receive a critical salary increase? Suppose you do get a failing grade in school?  What then?


Hyatt and Gottleib studied situations in which seemingly smart people failed, a sure sign of an unhappy event. A progression of five feelings occurred: shock, fear, anger/blame, shame, and despair. Individuals who fail feel lonely, sad, depleted, overwhelmed, and without any apparent way out of the consequences.  Thoughts and actions associated with failure are based on what Snider calls over-generalized thinking. This is the tendency to draw conclusions from unhappy events that go way beyond the actual verifiable consequences of the events. Johnson argued that "language spoken during moments of anger or despair or other relatively profound affective states appears to be particularly characterized by[all-inclusive] terms" (p. 515).

Burns cites “overgeneralizing” and “all-or-nothing thinking” as two of the “cognitive distortions that form the basis of all depressions (pp. 31-32). Lack of dynamism in an organization is often associated with pessimistic thinking.  


When people are confronted with unhappy events--even a supposedly simple act such as being asked to stay late at work to complete a report--their thinking mode predisposes them to respond to that unhappy event in a particular way.  The response may range from fully pessimistic to neutral to fully optimistic, depending on how he or she thinks about the event. For example, a person might be turned down for a job he or she wanted badly. An all-inclusive thinking mode leads the person to think that unhappy things happen to him or her all the time, every where, and because he or she is just no good--a pessimistic response.  A non-inclusive thinking mode leads the person to feel and report that not getting that particular job allowed him or her to find something more suitable--an optimistic response.


Scholars and researchers have long been concerned about thought processes and their effects on our lives (Beardsley; Chase; Alexander; Kushner).  Thinking consists of mentally managing the way in which a person makes predictions or decisions about events in the world (Aiken).  Thinking style consists of a person's consistent way of looking at the world, making sense of it, and asking questions (Harrison and Bramson; Meyers). Ways of perceiving the world and making sense out of it involves information gathering, leading theorists of thinking to derive types of styles from the ways in which individuals create ideas.


A mode of thinking, in contrast, consists of the way people respond to events or situations in their lives that affect how they achieve some goal. This concept of thinking mode was derived in part from the observations of Stebbing that "thinking is primarily for the sake of action" (p. 23).  "No one," she asserted, "can avoid the responsibility of acting in accordance with his [her] mode of thinking. No one can act wisely who has never felt the need to pause to think about how he [or she] is going to act and why he [or she] decides to act as he or she] does" (p. 23).


A person's thinking mode is revealed most clearly when responding to unhappy events.  People's thinking is a major reason why they feel discouraged and despondent or whether they feel that they can take productive action against the unhappy event, resolve it, and not let it occur again. Two modes of thinking tend to under gird our actions: all-inclusive-generalizing and non-inclusive-generalizing. An all-inclusive-generalizing pattern associated with unhappy events reveals a pessimistic mode of thinking. A non-inclusive-generalizing pattern associated with unhappy events reveals an optimistic mode of thinking.


Your thinking mode is a function of three feelings: (1) The feeling that you, as a person, are the cause of the unhappy event (the source of or agent of events); (2) the feeling that similar unhappy events will happen to you in the future (how frequently events occur); and (3) the feeling that unhappy events occur in all aspects of your life (how extensively events occur). An all-inclusive or pessimistic thinking mode represents an ALL ME, ALL THE TIME, EVERYWHERE perspective. A non-inclusive or optimistic thinking mode represents a  MOSTLY OTHER THINGS,  SOMETIMES, SOME AREAS perspective.

Pessimistic Thinking


Research on all-inclusive thinking in clinical settings (juvenile delinquency and moderate depression) indicates that low scores or non-inclusive thinking are associated with decisive, tenacious, optimistic, and trusting behaviors, whereas high scores reflect a person's disposition toward feelings of helplessness, indecisiveness, pessimism, worrying, and cynicism. 


One of the most disturbing aspects of an all-inclusive mode of thinking is its tendency to create an overall feeling of helplessness in a person’s life. Trotter reviewed research studies on depression and concluded that there may be a link between helplessness and achievement, at least as expressed in the way in which individuals explain their performance. One project with insurance sales representatives indicated that agents with a positive style were twice as likely as those with a pessimistic style to continue selling after a year (Seligman and Schulman).


In another study, 618 employees working in the customer service department of a computer software company completed our measure of thinking mode.  The frequency distribution of thinking mode scores ranged from a low of 1.00 to a high of 6.78 (on a scale of 1-7), with a mean score of 5.00.  A regression analysis indicated that thinking mode scores predicted supervisor ratings of employee overall effectiveness at the .016 level of statistical significance, suggesting that effectiveness, in this case overall work effectiveness, may be associated with high scores (optimistic thinking) on the measure of thinking mode (Pace et al). 


Let us now discuss the three feelings associated with of all-inclusive or pessimistic thinking mode in more detail. The first feeling is that you, as a person, are the cause of the unhappy event (the source of or agent of the event). People use two fundamental causal agents to account for unhappy events in their lives. Pessimistic or all-inclusive thinking is based on the assumption that unhappy events are caused by your own innate, natural, habitual ways of doing things. When the agent or cause of an unhappy event is attributed to the faults with which you were born, there is just no way in which you can make a change. You are unable to avoid unhappy events. You think, “I’m the reason why bad things happen. Any unhappy event that happens is my fault. I don’t have what it takes to do things right.” These kinds of statements and thoughts tend to disqualify you from doing anything good. These thoughts disqualify you as a person. You are disqualified from having any control over bad things that happen to you.  These thoughts are called disqualifying personalizations (Murray and Barbour). Bad things are associated with you as a person. You are the cause of bad things. Bad things are your fault. When you think this way, the cause of unhappy events lies in your own inner thoughts and your own being. You say, “Nothing ever goes the way I planned. I’ll never make that deadline. I always screw up.” The source of the problem is you as a person.


The second feeling is that similar unhappy events will happen to you in the future (how frequently with which events occur). You feel that unhappy events happen to you all of the time. In your mind, unhappy events happen constantly, persistently, continuously, and in some stable fashion all the time, forever and ever, over and over, again and again. As a pessimistic thinker you feel that you are doomed to experience unhappy events continuously. The inner talk that supports such a belief contains comments such as, “I’m going to foul up again. I will never have opportunities. I am never happy with what I do. Things will continue to go wrong in the future.


When you engage in all-inclusive thinking, you project a feeling of impending doom by predicting that unhappy events will occur in a continuously repeating pattern. If you think that something bad is about to occur, regardless of what happens, you tend to interpret whatever happens in a way that justifies your thinking. You think and talk pessimistically.  This aspect of pessimistic thinking is called negative pygmallions and involves all-or-nothing thinking (Haney). 


The third feeling is that unhappy events occur in all aspects of your life (how extensively events occur). You feel that unhappy events happen in all areas of your life, at home, at work, in the community, wherever you go. You think that you are capable of doing only things

that result in unhappy consequences. You think that you will do badly in everything you do. You think that you will be unhappy in everything you do. Your mind is frozen in one set or way of thinking about things. This aspect of pessimistic thinking is called frozen evaluations (Burns; Haney).  


It seems apparent that a dispirited and pessimistic thinking mode that incorporates disqualifying personalizations (source), negative pygmallions (frequency), and frozen evaluations (extent) predisposes people to respond to unhappy or negative events in their lives in ways that signal helplessness tendencies. Being able to recognize all-inclusive thinking may aid you in discovering a source of unproductive and ineffective behaviors and a powerful negative influence on dynamism at work.

Optimistic Thinking

Optimistic or non-inclusive thinking is based on the philosophy that you can make the things happen that you want to take place. The three basic feelings that comprise pessimistic thinking are dealt with in a slightly different way in optimistic thinking. 


As an optimistic thinker, you feel that the cause of unhappy events is lodged in factors or circumstances that are external to or at least not associated with your natural, inherent, in-born traits. You feel that unhappy events are caused by dumb luck, being in the wrong place, not trying hard enough, or not concentrating on the task. You are disorganized, for example, because you just do not take the time to file things adequately. You could, but you just have other things to do.


For optimistic thinkers, unhappy events are caused by circumstances and other people over which you have little control.  Bad things come from misjudgments, from acts of nature, from violations of a principle, or from deliberate miscalculations. Rabbi Kushner attempted to help people understand this point of view by explaining that the “laws of nature treat everyone alike. They do not make exceptions for good people or for useful people” (p. 58). Thinking about events that way, you should attribute unhappy events to natural processes that may be understood and dealt with and even avoided another time. 


Why is it important to grasp the distinction between an internal orientation toward the cause of unhappy events and an external orientation toward them?  The philosopher Johann Fichte provides an explanation that may help answer such a question. He says that you live in a world in which events just occur. You may take them into account or you may disregard them; you do not decide whether the events take place, but you do decide whether they are real or not. To be real simply means that you think that the events will make a difference in your life. Events are presented to you as unclassified, uninterpreted, nonmeaningful sensations. You have the opportunity and responsibility to classify, interpret, and make sensations meaningful; that is, you make them real. You decide what causes them; you determine how to deal with unhappy events by the reality you give to them (Aiken).


The question is not “why do unhappy events occur in your life?” but it is “what do you do with it after the unhappy event occurs?”  By recognizing that you give events their meaning, your life can be made more acceptable and more livable by understanding that it is possible for you to deal with the event in a more effective way. Rabbi Kushner argues that God does not cause bad things to happen, but God does provide support to enable you to deal with the bad things by giving you strength and perseverance. 


The thought processes that you use to make sense out of unhappy events determine whether you will take a pessimistic approach or an optimistic approach to understand events in your life.  You may be better able to deal with the negative consequences of events if you see them as violations of natural laws, failure to perform skillfully, a lack of effort, and other circumstances that may not occur again or over which you may have some control.  


Thinking about the sources of unhappy events as external causes leads you to be more optimistic. You may realize that you can take action against the unhappy events. You may be able to deal with them with more perseverance and strength, and by doing so upend the unhappy event and create a workplace that has meaning and significance and dynamism. Eventually, you may be able to engage in work-related activities that you see as fulfilling and that meet your expectations so that you can perform more effectively. You may actually see more opportunities and enhance the dynamism of your life and career.


As an optimistic thinker, you assume that the conditions of life are such that they may not repeat themselves soon or even ever. Limiting the number of unhappy events in you life allows you to feel more in control. Without disregarding reality completely, you think that unhappy events will in fact occur less frequently, allowing your mind to interpret other unhappy events in a more positive framework.


Finally, as an optimistic thinker, you believe that unhappy events occur in limited areas of your life. If you have something unhappy occur at work, you believe that you will not have an unhappy event at home. You assume that an unhappy event is restricted to the specific circumstances associated with the negative consequence. By narrowing the consequences of a negative event to its immediate circumstances, you are able to respond to negative events one at a time without getting overwhelmed by them. You don’t generalize one negative event to other parts of your life.  


Optimistic thinking is strongest when the things that you want to happen seem possible. That is, you will be most optimistic when you have a clear idea of what you want to accomplish. Then, you need to feel that you have the amount of energy necessary to achieve the goal you have in mind. Of course, you must also feel that you have the talents, skills, and abilities to achieve the goal. Finally, you must feel that if you exert the energy you have available and apply your talents, you will be able to achieve what you want. If you have doubts about your abilities to meet these four requirements, you will begin to think more negatively and may ultimately adopt pessimistic thinking in your analyses of events that happen in your life.


What some people fail to realize is that optimistic thinking is fundamental to enhancing the four core work perceptions—performance, opportunity, fulfillment, and expectations—that lead to the highest levels of dynamism in organizations. At this point let us touch on four steps that are part of an elegant strategy for making the achievement of goals possible, without creating problems in the process.  The first step is to write down a goal that you would like to achieve or identify something you would like to have happen. The second step is to list the resources—equipment, money, space, materials—you need to get started. The third step is to identify the people—family members, co-workers, friends—who need to cooperate with you in order to achieve the goal; briefly describe why each person needs to cooperate with you.  Finally, the fourth step is to determine what needs to be checked on to assure that you can move toward accomplishing the goal; of course, explain why you think you need to check on them.


Those four steps increase the likelihood that you will achieve any particular goal. As a result, you should approach tasks, activities, and events more optimistically. Even if something does not turn out exactly the way you planned, your optimistic thinking mode will look for alternatives and be reinforcing. Together, the four steps and an optimistic thinking mode build on one another to reach more achievements than otherwise. As a result, your perceptions of the workplace are also more positive and the feeling of dynamism in the workplace is enhanced.

Conclusion


In this chapter we distinguished between pessimistic and optimistic thinking in terms of the degree of over-generalizing that occurs when something negative happens to you. Three aspects of thinking mode were discussed: stable versus changing circumstances, global versus specific circumstances, and in-born, inherent characteristics versus natural, external processes as the causes of negative, unhappy events in our lives.  The relationship between making things possible and optimistic thinking were analyzed, and a four-step procedure for making things possible was explained. At the same time, we pointed out that optimistic thinking--making things possible--and positive work perceptions were highly interrelated. Finally, we concluded that dynamism was very strongly related to and invariably enhanced by optimistic thinking--the view that things were possible to achieve--and that positive perceptions about a person’s work performance, work opportunities, work fulfillment, and work expectations (aspirations) were invariably brought about by optimistic thinking.  

Thinking Mode Profile 

The Thinking Mode Profile (TMP) was constructed, following a format similar to the Attributional Style Questionnaire (Peterson and others), but with six critical incidents, without gender bias (e.g. missing an important social gathering), representing only unhappy events in the life of a person.


To complete the Profile, respondents are asked (1) to imagine that they experienced the unhappy event and felt discouraged, and (2) to write out a brief reason why the unhappy event occurred. After stating the reason why the unhappy event occurred, respondents are asked to analyze the reason by providing accounts for what happened (Tompkins and Cheney).  The accounts are analyzed by having respondents mark a number from one to seven on each of three scales, indicating the extent to which (1) the reason had to do with their personal or habitual way of doing things or with some impersonal or external factors, (2) the reason was something that caused only this failure or it would be a cause of future failures, and (3) the reason was something that caused just this failure or it would also cause other unhappy events in the person's life.


Summing the numbers from the three scales and finding the mean score results in a thinking mode index score. The scales are structured so that high mean scores represent a non-inclusive or optimistic thinking mode and low scores represent an all-inclusive or pessimistic thinking mode.
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