 
There’s a simple test to determine whether you’re generally an optimist, or a generally a pessimist. When you see this glass of water, if you describe it as half full, you’re an optimist, but if you describe it as half empty, you’re a pessimist.
And there’s a third option: the realist, who sees the water as taking up 50 per cent of the volume of the glass. The truth about realism, though, is that people are rarely completely neutral.

Optimists are often seen as the happy, healthy people who cheerfully overcome hardship and always see light at the end of the tunnel. The glass-half-empty crowd, by contrast, are usually thought of as bringing everyone down and maybe even making themselves ill in the process. When you’re trying to get a job, no expert would advise that you think negatively. And no one would ever suggest that you’d be better off always looking out for the next dark cloud on the horizon. In fact it’s quite the opposite in many cultures, where there can be huge pressure to be optimistic, and to avoid pessimism at all costs.

But have we got it wrong? Are there times when a little less optimism and little more pessimism could be helpful?

For decades, psychologists have told us that optimism and pessimism were largely matters of disposition – that most people tended one way or the other, while the self-help industry has been built on helping people work to overcome negativity and train themselves to be more optimistic. However, recent research by Edward Chang, a professor of psychology at the University of Michigan, seems to indicate that the situation is actually far more complex than that. His view is that rather than being a pure optimist or pure pessimist, there are many contexts in which people choose to adopt one or the other mindset depending on the individual situation they’re facing, and further, that people often choose the attitude that will lead to the best outcome. It’s important to note that the research found that people rarely approach situations as realists, they usually choose to see things either as slightly better than they actually are, or slightly worse. A key conclusion is that pessimism isn’t ‘bad’ and optimism ‘good’, but rather that they’re both functional. Current psychology supports the following example of strategic use of optimism and pessimism.

A woman starting a new business knows it won’t be easy, though she doesn’t know exactly what the challenges will be. If she chooses to be pessimistic and imagine that the business venture will be more difficult than she can handle, she might decide it’s too much trouble and quit without even trying. However, if she decides to be optimistic, she will accept that she will face obstacles, but will also feel confident that she’ll find ways to overcome them. Optimism, in this case, would motivate her to start and very likely carry her through the difficulties to success.

After a few successful years, as a result of an economic downturn, the woman is facing the almost certain collapse of her business and needs to decide what to do. If she adopts an optimistic mindset – looking through her rose-coloured glasses – she may imagine that somehow the business will survive, even though all evidence indicates otherwise. She might waste months or even years hoping for the best, only to eventually fail. However, if she takes a pessimistic view and sees the business as already doomed, she will then do what she needs to do to close the business quickly and move on to the next thing. This is as close to success as she could hope to come. 

It’s important to point out that we aren’t simply talking about realism, which has no emotional power. In both starting and finishing the business, the realist would look at the future and say that it’s largely unknown, but would have no strong emotional motivation in either direction. However, both optimism and pessimism enhance the view of reality with feelings that can lead us to action in a way that simple realism cannot.

Another way that optimism and pessimism can both serve us well, depending on the circumstances, is in the management of emotions. It easy to see that optimism can help us see the silver lining to the dark cloud and help us overcome worry and anxiety in difficult situations. What’s less often appreciated is the way pessimism can protect us from disappointment by keeping our expectations low. For example, if you were pessimistic about applying for a job you know you might not get, then the blow of not getting the job would be less painful. At the same time, if you got the job, your joy would be even more powerful because of your pessimistic outlook. So in this case, pessimism leads to a more positive outcome, whether you get the job or not.

So next time someone tells you to cheer up, you can make an informed choice about whether optimism or pessimism really is the best way forward.
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