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Aitfdls on the Road to a Postive Psychology of Hope
Barry Schwartz

The phenomenon of learned hel plessness may well be the most sgnificant and most
pervasvey influentid psychologicd discovery inthe ladt thirty-five years. Learned helplessnessis
extremdy important in its own right, but in addition, itsimpact has extended across awide variety of
different domains of psychologica research. It has contributed to changing the way people think
about basic learning processes. It hasinfluenced the way people think about motivation. It has
affected the way people think about child development. It has dtered the way people think about
education. It has affected the way people think about the relation between mind, brain, and
behavior. It hasinfluenced the way people think about persondity. It has had amgor impact on
the way people think about attribution processes, the turf of socid psychology. It has influenced the
way people think about work. It has affected the way people think about aging. And of course, it
has transformed the way people think about the causes and treatments of psychopathology, most
especidly, of depresson.

And now it may haveits biggest influence yet. For much of its history, psychology has
been concerned with identifying human weakness and correcting or amdiorating it. Now, learned
hel plessness, in the guise of its complement, "learned optimism,” may help to shape a positive
psychology—a psychology that perhagps will someday illuminate what a human life at its best can be
and show us how we can help people make their lives good lives.

Taken together, the contributions to the present volume provide an impressive blueprint for
the beginnings of a pogtive psychology—a psychology of hope. As each of the specific research
areas sketched in this volume continues to devel op, psychology will be able to tel us more and
more about how to nurture strong and resilient people. And yet, the contributions to this volume
aso provide hints about difficult questions that will have to be faced and addressed if a positive
psychology isto evolve. | think it isimportant for people to be thinking about these questions while
the psychology of hopeis4ill initsinfancy. Thus, in this generd commentary on the prospects for a
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future "psychology of hope,” | will enumerate the issues | think dl contributors to that psychology
should be working on.

The "Depresson Epidemic': |s Psychology Part of the Solution or Part of the Problem?

Learned helplessness has taught us about the importance of control and autonomy to menta
hedth. In particular, helplessness has taught us that alack of control, coupled with a certain
characterigtic style of causd explanation, creates candidates for clinica depresson. Given that
having contral over important things in oneslife isimportant to preventing clinica depresson, we
can ask oursalves what we might expect the incidence of depression to be like in modern American
Society.

Mog of usnow live in aworld in which we experience control to a degree that people living
in other times and places would think quite unimaginable. Extraordinary materid wedth enables us
to consume an astonishing quantity and variety of goods. And the magica mechanism of the market
dlows usan dmogt limitlessarray of choices: milk with or without lactose and with whatever
percentage of fat one wants; jeans of every conceivable cut; restaurants serving foods from al over
the world; cars of dmost an infinite variety of shapes, Szes, colors, and prices. On and on it goes if
you want something, no matter how odd it is, chances are there is someone, somewhere ready to
sl it to you.

With regard to higher education, curricular requirements have dmost vanished, and to the
extent they Hill exig, they can be satisfied in so many different ways that they might aswell not be
there.

With regard to entertainment and culture, the range of what is avallable is staggering.
Culturd invention has enormoudy expanded the variety of options, and advancesin media

technology have made most of these options ble, in one way or another, to dmost

everybody.
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With regard to careers, there is an enormous degree of mobility, both in career-typeand in
geographica location. People are not constrained to do the work their parents did, in the placein
which their parents did it. Nor are people congtrained to have only a single occupation for their
entire working lives. And for the most part, success and advancement in work are based on talent
and achievement. So dmost anything is possble.

With regard to persond life, religious, ethnic, racid, class, geographic, and even gender
barriers to mate selection are rapidly disgppearing. Moreover, oneis free to choose whether to
have kids or not, whether to have them early or late, whether to bear them or adopt them, whether
to have them as part of atraditiond marriage and family or as part of any of ahost of non-traditiond
family arrangements. And it isremarkably easy to get out of marriages that have turned sour, and
having done that, to arrange child custody in ways that suit the involved parties.

Insum, | think it isonly adight exaggeration to say that for the firgt timein human higtory,
large numbers of people can live exactly the kind of lives they want, unconstrained by materid,
economic, or culturd limitations. Based on this fact, coupled with the hel plessness theory of
depression, one might expect clinica depression in the United States to be going the way of polio.
With so many opportunities for control available, why would anyone become depressed?

Instead, what we find is an explosive growth of depression (eg., Klerman, Lavori, Rice,
Reich, Endicott, Andressen, Kdller, & Hirschfeld, 1985; Robins, Helzer, Weissman, Orvasche,
Gruenberg, Burke, & Regier, 1984). Some estimates are that depression isten times aslikely to
afflict someone now than at the turn of the century. This result demands explanation. Two
explanations come readily to mind. Thefirgt isthat the hel plessness theory of depression iswrong;
that there is no relation between control and depression. The second is that despite gppearances to
the contrary, people don't redly have more control over ther lives than they once did.

| think both of these explanations are mistaken. 1'm quite convinced by the literature that
thereis a strong relation between lack of control and depresson. And | find it hard to imagine the

possibility that people had more contral in pre-technologicd, culturdly rigid times than they do now.
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Soinmy view, we have apuzzle. Itisthis puzzlethat led to the question at the heading of this
section: Is psychology part of the solution or isit part of the problem?

The correct answer to this question, | believe, isyes. That psychology is part of the solution
is obvious, our understanding of depresson dlows usto help dleviate human misery far more
effectively than ever before. Thus, | will dwel on the respectsin which psychology is part of the
problem. Here, | think three digtinct forces are at work:

1. Increases in experienced control over the years have been accompanied, stride-for-

dride, by increases in expectations about control. The more we are allowed to be the masters of

our fates in one domain of life after another, the more we expect to be. Education is expected to be
dimulating and useful. Work is supposed to be exciting, socidly valuable, and remunerative.
Spouses are upposed to be sexudly, emaotiondly, and intdlectudly simulating and aso loyd and
comforting. Friends are supposed to be fun to be with and devoted. Children are supposed to be
beautiful, smart, affectionate, obedient, and independent. And everything we buy is supposed to be
the best of its kind; with all the choice available, people shoud never have to sttle for things that
arejug "good enough.” In short, life is supposed to be perfect. Psychology has, | believe,
contributed to these unredistic expectations viaits cultivation of akind of cult of psychotherapy
intended not to relieve suffering but to engender "'sdf-actudization—satisfaction in dl things And a
future "pogtive psychology" may subvert itsdf by feeding into these expectations.

2. American culture has become more individudigtic than it ever was before. What this

means, | think, isthat not only do people expect perfection in dl things, but they expect to produce
this perfection themsdves. When they (inevitably) fall, | believe that the culture of individudism
biases them toward making causdl attributions that focus on internd rather than externd causd
factors. Tha is, | beieve that the culture has established akind of officiadly acceptable style of
causdl explanation, and it is one that focuses on the individud. As Sdigman's research has led the
way in demongrating (eg., Peterson & Sdigman, 1984), thiskind of causd atribution isjust the
kind to promote depression when people are faced with failure. And if my first point is correct,

despite their increased control, people will inevitiably be faced with many occasons thet, by ther
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own lights, count asfalure. Psychology has contributed sgnificantly to this excessve focus on the
individud with its emphasis on persond growth and autonomy, and on "looking out for number one."
3. Findly, the emphass on the individua to which psychology has contributed may well be

undermining what may be a crucid vaccine againg depression: degp commitment and balonging to

s0ocid groups and indititions—families, civic inditutions, and faith communities, as severd

contributors to this volume (eg., Fincham, Garber, Myers, Sethi-lyengar, Miller, Nolen-Hoeksema)
have suggested. Thereis an inherent tension between doing ones own thing, or being ones own
person, and meaningful involvement in socid groups. Doing the latter right requires submerging
"onesown thing." So the more people focus on themsa ves—with respect both to goals and to the
means of achieving those gods—the more their connections to others will be weskened. Politica
scientist Robert Putnam has recently attracted a great ded of attention to this deterioration of socid
connection in modern America (eg., 1993, 1995, 1996). And in thisconnection it isrelevant to
note astudy by Egeland & Hostetter (1983) that showed an incidence of depression among the
Amish of Lancagter County, Pennsylvania, that was about 1/2 the nationd rate while other forms of
psychopathology were much closer to nationd averages. The Amish, of course, are an extremey
cohegve, tightly knit, traditiond community.

It goes without saying that psychology is not solely, or even principdly, responsble for these
trends. It isclearly reasonable for people to place increasing reliance on themsaves as the various
socid and public ingtitutions they once could count on for support (for asocid aswel asan
economic "safety net") stop serving that function. And we dl know for the last twenty years or o it
has been officid government policy, at dl levels, to alow that safety net to fray. Nevertheess,
psychology has done plenty to exacerbate these trends and nothing to amdiorate them. A future
psychology of hope must grapple with theseissues. An effort to cultivate optimism of the wrong
kind—optimism that does not take the three points | just raised into account, may well make the

problem worse rather than better.

Cognition and Hope: Happier or Wiser?
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Much of the focus in the helplessness theory of depression ison cognition. From this
perspective, depression largely is a cognitive disorder. People think about success and failure, and
about their roleinit, inaway that is harmful. 1f we can change the way people explain their
successes and failures to themselves, we can break up or (as the Shatte, Gillham, & Relvich
contribution to this volume suggests) prevent depresson. And to shift the emphasis from negative to
positive, if depression represents the wrong way to think about success and failure, then getting
people to think about success and failure in the right way should engender optimism and hope.

Armed with the view that depression results from disordered cognition, people who want to
treat or prevent it would devel op techniques designed to get cognition ordered. But what do the
words "disordered" and "ordered" mean? At first blush, one would assume that "disordered” means
distorted—that the task faced by clinicians and educatorsis to get people to see the world
accurately.

Alas, this assumption iswrong; things are not thisway. In 1979, Alloy and Abramson
published alandmark study that showed that under some significant circumstances, depressed
people judge their ability to control the world more accurately than do non-depressed people. This
phenomenon has come to be known as "depressive rediam,” or as"optimigtic bias" | have dways
been troubled by this finding, not because | doubted its vaidity, but becauseit raised for me avery
serious ethicd dilemma. Hereis the dilemma: should we be aspiring to develop techniques that get
people to see things as they are, or should we be aspiring to get people to seethingsin away that is
good for them? Are we after truth or happiness in the people with whom we work?

In acontext in which this ethicd dilemma arisesin connection with treating depresson—with
efforts to dleviate sgnificant pain and suffering—it seemsto me to be only aminor nag in the back
of onesmind. People come to thergpy in red misery, and by teaching them habits of optimistic (if
inaccurate) thinking, one can dleviate that misery. Thergpeutic drugs have sSde effects, but we learn
to live with them because the thergpeutic effects far outweigh the sde effects. So too, perhaps, with
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non-drug therapies. We should be able to live with optimistic bias as asde effect of cognitive
treatments of depression because their thergpeutic effects are so beneficidl.

Unfortunately, this minor nag grows much larger when we shift the context from negetive to
positive—from dleviaing suffering in the depressed to incul cating optimism and hope in everyone,
Now it seems we are taking about putting these "drugs," with their "sde effects' into the water
supply. Now, the temptation will be al around us even in deding with perfectly hedthy peopleto
induce them to color or distort their cognitions just alittle bit because such distortion is"good” for
them.

We see in the Shatte, Gillham, & Relvich discusson of the Penn Optimism Project (POP),
that what we might cal the "advance guard” of a pogtive psychology is concerned with engendering
accuracy rather than foolish optimism in middle-school children. But if it should turn out that
illusons of control or optimistic bias work just aswell, or even better, than accuracy, how long will
it be before the indstence on maintaining the accuracy of cognition dides away because thereisa
very effective distortion that protects kids against depression.

And the opportunities to nurture such ditortions are legion. Here are afew examples.

1. Carol Dweck (this volume; see dso Dweck & Leggett, 1988) has shown that children
can be divided into those with a hel pless orientation and those with a mastery orientation, that these
orientations in turn stem from "entity” (intelligence is a fixed entity that can not be increased through
onesindividud efforts) or "incrementd™ (people can get smarter) theories of intelligence, and that
children with a mastery orientation (and an incrementd theory of intelligence) do better when faced
with school challenges than those with a hepless orientation. Suppose that as empirica research
proceeds on the vexed question of the nature of inteligence it turns out that intelligence actudly isa
fixed entity [thisisthe dlam of Herrnstein & Murray, 1994, and while | do not believe it is correct
(see Schwartz, 1997), it certainly could be]. Whét role are we supposed to play in creating a
positive psychology of hope when the facts as we know them are not positive?

2. Reated to the work reported by Satterfield in this volume, Zullow & Sdigman (1990;

see a0 Zullow, Oettingen, Peterson, & Sdligman, 1988) have shown that politicians whose
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gpeeches tend to be optimigtic are more likdly to win eections than politicians whose speeches are
pessmigtic. When | firgt read thiswork, it sent chills down my spine. 1t made me think of a quote
from avery popular disk jockey who said, when asked to explain his popularity, "the secret of
success in this businessis gncerity; if you can fake that, you've got it made.” To say that we
currently have a credibility problem with political leedersis an undersatement. Buit if it were widdy
known that the way to impress the eectorate is to sound optimistic, then we could count on the
credibility problem getting agood ded worse, as paliticians, no matter what they actudly thought,
gave speeches that were full of optimiam.

3. Supposeit were to turn out women who accepted some respongbility for being sexually
assaulted (I flirted," or "1 was out walking aone late & night"), showed a better prognosis for
recovery from the psychologica consequences of the assault than women who did not accept
respongbility (a perfectly plausible posshbility snce to accept respongibility isto acknowledge a
degree of persond contral that might prevent asimilar assault in the future)) Does a practitioner of
the "psychology of hope' attempt to get such assault victims to assume responsbility whatever the
truth of the matter might be?

4. Suppose that, as some of the contributions to this volume indicate (Nolen-Hoeksema,
Myers, Sethi-lyenigar, Miller) that religious faith and commitment reduces dramatically the risk of
depresson. Does a practitioner of the positive psychology of hope encourage people to embrace a
fath for instrumenta, rather than metephysica and spiritua reasons? What does such an
"ingrumentd" view of faith do to faith in the long run?

5. Suppose it wereto turn out, as | deeply suspect, that the only red predictor of the
behavior of financid marketsis peopl€'s expectations about those markets, that such economic
variables asinflation rates, interest rates, unemployment rates, trade baances, and the like dl pdein
importance when compared to peopl€e's optimism or pessmism about the economic future. Asa
psychology of hope develops, what role is psychology to play as it watches members of thefinancid

community use that psychology to drive up market vaues and drum up commissions—until the
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bubble burgts? A dose of "redism” in this context might harm people both psychologicaly and
financidly.

Each of these examples points out a possible tension between truth and happiness that a
future positive psychology will face. | don't want to be taken here to suggest that people working in
thisareaare not mindful of thisdilemma. What | do want to suggest is that while the dilemmais not
especidly sgnificant when one iswaorking to dleviate suffering, it will loom very large indeed when
the focus shifts from repairing the negative to nurturing the postive. It would be good for the field to

think this dilemmathrough before it growsin sgnificance.

Changing Cognition or Changing the World

Another thing that is troubling to me about the hel plessness/optimism derived focus on
changing cognition to promote a postive psychology isthat it can foster atendency to ignore or
minmize attention to what people are actudly experiencing in the world. It suggests that we can fix
the world by fixing the way people think about it. What is troubling to me about thisis that often,
people are miserable for very good reasons. And if we were able actually to develop apositive
psychology of hope, then perhaps we would know how to make people happy without very good
reasons. | would rather see usfinding away to make people happy for good reasons, but that
would suggest an emphadis on things other than developing the most effective way to engender
optimistic cognitive sylesin people. That would suggest an emphads on finding ways to change the
world rather than changing the way people think about it. Sinceit isadmost certainly easier to
change the way people think about the world than it isto change the world, my concern here is that
over time, asuccessful postive psychology will develop techniques that induce people to tolerate
intolerable living conditions.

The contributions to this volume that struck me as especiadly relevant in this connection are
Cakszentmihdi's discusson of "flow" in connection with human activities, and Fincham's discusson

of marriage and the family. These papers address the two central features of human life—work and
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love. | certainly aspireto aworld in which the mgority of people can experience "flow"—akind of
timelessness that comes from intringc satisfaction—in their work lives. | think that there are two
distinct ways in which thismight be achieved. Thefirst, and harder way, isto restructure the nature
of work so0 that most peopl€e's jobs contain the characterigtics that Cakszentmihdi has identified as
critica to flow. Deadeningly repetitive, unchalenging, and oversupervised jobs are not the sort of
thing to produce flow. The second, and easier way isto change the way people think about their
work, without changing the nature of the work itsdlf. | fear that a successful postive psychology of
hope will give us the tools to make people satisfied with work lives that should not satisfy them.

In connection with the family, and with marriage in particular, | have asmilar kind of
concern. Sociologist Arlie Hochschild has written an important book on the modern, two- career
couple, The Second Shift (1989). The book includes a series of detailed case studies of harried,

overworked, two-career couples. A sgnificant source of tension in these marriagesis what
Hochschild cdls "the economy of gratitude” The problem of the economy of gratitude is not the
sharing of household respongbilities between wife and husband, but rather each ones interpretation
of what he or sheisdoing. So, for example, the husband takes out the garbage four times aweek
ingtead of two, and thinks that for this he deserves some sort of distinguished service medd, and
wonders why hiswife isn't full of praise, affection, and gratitude for his sacrifices. Meanwhile, the
wife iswondering why dl her husband can see hisway clear to do is take out the garbage, asif 4l
household chores are her responsibility and whatever he doesisafavor. So each partner is
contributing to the household, and each partner thinks ghe is doing alot, while the other thinks she
is not doing nearly enough. The conflict, Hochschild argues, has more to do with mismatched
perceptions or interpretations of actions than with the actions themselves.

Thiskind of marital conflict would seem to be just the sort of thing for which modification of
cognition is made to order. But Hochschild aso observes that "each marriage bears the footprints
of economic and culturd trends which originate far outsde marriage”’ (p.11). Among the economic
trends she has in mind are the decrease in red wages that has made it dmost impossible for asngle

full-time wage to support afamily, coupled with an atendant rise in the need for child-care services
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and flexible work schedules without nearly enough initiative, in either the public or the private sector,
to meet thisneed. So by using a postive psychology to change the way people think about thelr
marriages, we may paper over the need to change the actud detailed workings of these marriages.

My concern about changing cognitions rather than changing the world can be summarized as
follows: when the world needs changing, we should change the world and not how people think
about it.

Liberd Individudism Asthe Man Obsacle to a Postive Psychol ogy

| want to conclude this commentary by indicating what | think may be the main obstacle
ahead to developing a positive psychology of hope. In the short run, a postive psychology that
followsthetrail blazed by "learned optimism™ can make ared contribution to human welfare.
Teaching people adaptive ways to think about their efficacy in the world will dmost certainly reduce
the incidence of dehilitating depresson. Teaching people that they do control their destiniesin
important respects will dmost certainly increase the energy with which they face lifé's chalenges,
and that in turn will dmogt certainly increase the chances that they can get the world to do for them
what they want it to do. And thiswould be no smdl achievement.

The problem, | think, isthat arichly developed positive psychology has to do more than
teach people how to do things—it has to do more than teach people effective techniques for getting
what they want out of life. It must dso tdl them something about what they should be trying to get.
That is, it must be informed by avison of what agood human life contains. Thus a positive
psychology will have to be willing to tell people that, say, a good, meaningful, productive human life
includes commitment to education, commitment to family and to other socid groups, commitment to
excdlence in ones activities, commitment to virtues such as honesty, loyalty, courage, and judtice in
ones dedlings with others, and so on.

The officid "ideology" of modern America poses an enormous barrier to this kind of
contentful pogtive psychology. Theideology of Americais the ideology of liberdism—Iet people
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decide for themsdlveswhat isgood. Modern liberd culture is extremdy reluctant to tell people
what to do. And socid science hasinterndized that credo: don't be "judgmentd™; help people get
what they want, but don't tell them what they should be wanting. Some modern socid theorigts, like
philosopher Alasdair Maclntyre (1981) have even argued that the non-judgmenta character of the
culture has become so pervasive that we no longer have the culturd resources with which to speak
intdligibly about "the good life," even if wewant to. Maclntyre argues that the language of "virtue'
must be supported by socid practices that embody that language, in order for virtue termsredly to
mean anything, and that modern society lacks those practices. Theresult isthat even when people
are willing to talk about virtues and "the good life," they spend mogt of their time talking past one
another.

It is one thing to encounter people in extreme psychologicd pain and to tdl them, gently,
how to change the content of their lives so asto rdlieve that pain. Few people will object to
psychologists who "impose’ thelr vauesin thisway to relieve suffering. But a pogtive psychology is
awhole other story. A pogtive psychology will be indiscriminate in imposing its vaues; it will be
putting its vaues in the community water supply, like fluoride. |Is psychology prepared to be a
science that promotes certain vaues instead of one that encourages "sdf-actudization™? Andif itis,
will modern, liberd society stand for it?

Notice how the very notion that psychology might articulate a vison of the good life contradicts the
emphasis on freedom, autonomy, and choice that are so much a part of modern aspiration, and not
coincidentaly, so much a part of learned optimiam, as we currently understand it.

To summarize thisfind concern of mine about a future positive psychology: Once, clinicd
psychologists had "patients” Over the years, as the discipline grew concerned that "patient” implied
illness, which in turn implied a conception of "hedth,” a conception of the god of thergpy, that the
field did not redlly have, "patients' became "clients” Doctors have patients. The patients comein
sck, and the doctors make them well. Restoring and maintaining physical hedth and dleviating
auffering isthe god of medicine. Lawyers, in contradt, have clients. Lawyers don't have gods for
clients the way doctors have goals for patients. Rather, lawvyers are there to help the client achieve
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hisor her own god. Clients define their godsin away that patients do not. So in moving from
"patients’ to "dients" psychology moved from having the practitioner define the god to having the
recipient define the god. What will we cal the recipients of our services if and when apostive
psychology comes to fruition. | don't think that either "patients' or "clients’ does justice to the grand
vigon tha informs these beginnings of a postive psychology. Theright term, | think, is"students.
Are we prepared to argue that it is future generations of psychologists of hope who should be
society's teachers? | think that unless we are prepared to say yes to this question, and to develop
arguments about the content of a good human life, the potentid achievements of a future positive
psychology will dways be limited. And | dso bdieve that the time to be thinking and talking about
this very big and difficult issueis now, at the beginning, and not later, in the face of angry critics

trying to put usin our place.
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