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"The art of living successfully consists of being able to hold two opposite ideas in tension at the same time: first, to make long-term plans as if we were going to live forever; and second, to conduct ourselves daily as if we were going to die tomorrow." Sydney J. Harris

Every person has a choice about the attitude they bring to their day and the actions they make. Those who will prosper must develop flexible optimism, resourcefulness, and persistence in the face of adversity and constant challenge. Some are not answering the call. Too many are falling victim to the depression of our age, learned helplessness—“Nothing I can do is going to make any difference in what happens to me, so why try?” By controlling your attitudes and habits you too can alter your life and influence others you work with. Here are several practical tips to claim your own optimism advantage.

"Life inflicts the same setbacks and tragedies on the optimist as on the pessimist, but the optimist weathers them better.... The optimist bounces back from defeat, and, with his life somewhat poorer, he picks up and starts again. The pessimist gives up and falls into depression. Because of his resilience, the optimist achieves more at work, at school, and on the playing field. The optimist has better physical health and may even live longer. Americans want optimists to lead them. Even when things go well for the pessimist, he is haunted by forebodings of catastrophe. For pessimists, that is the bad news. The good news is that pessimists can learn the skills of optimism and permanently improve the quality of their lives." Martin Seligman

“Everything can be taken from a man but one thing…to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances.” Viktor Frankl

Nurture perspective and an appreciation for the healing power of time. One of Abraham Lincoln’s favorite quotes was: “This too shall pass.” Because we tend to think that our reactions to bad events will never fade, we also tend to feel especially good when we recover from trauma with unexpected speed. Don’t underestimate your own powers of recuperation from emotional trauma. 

"Positive thinking often involves trying to believe upbeat statements such as, `Every day, in every way, I'm getting better and better' in the absence of evidence, or even in the face of contrary evidence. Learned optimism, in contrast, is about accuracy. It is how you cope with negative statements that has an effect. Usually the negative beliefs that follow adversity are inaccurate…Learned optimism works not through an unjustifiable positivity about the world but through the power of `non-negative' thinking." Martin Seligman
Dispute catastrophic thoughts by checking fears against the facts. Optimism can be learned. Recognize that people often have catastrophic thoughts—feelings that everything is wrong and that nothing is going to change. Think of these thoughts as if they are being said by some external person whose mission in life is to make you miserable. Then dispute those thoughts. Try using cold, impersonal facts to maintain a reality-based perspective. The National Safety Council reports that you’re 37 times more likely to die, mile for mile, in a vehicle crash than on a commercial airline.

“I believe that we need to reframe ‘disaster victims’ into ‘disaster survivors.’ The label of ‘victim’ connotes constant suffering. Being repeatedly addressed as a victim encourages feelings of helplessness and despondency. Not to mention shame. The term ‘survivor’ better describes someone who endures, lives through it, persists, and succeeds. Being a victim is passive--feeling powerless, with little faith or hope. Being a survivor is active--regaining control of their lives.” Sandy Ritz
Avoid victim thinking and seize the day as a survivor. As long as you are alive, you always have options. Survivors make the best of the options they have while victims whine about how few they have. There is never nothing you can do, the only question is whether a given action will work and if committed action is worth the investment of the time required to achieve the desired results. As Manhattan publishing executive, Pat Eisemann, put it: “In this age of terrorism I can intellectually accept that I could end up in a pile of rubble, but I can’t accept that I would be in that rubble not having lived the rest of my life. I’ve got singing lessons to take and poems to write, and I’m just beginning to show my children the world.” 

“Don't let what you cannot do interfere with what you can do.” John Wooden

 “Act as if everything depends on you. And pray as if everything depends on God.” Thomas Aquinas and Oprah Winfrey’s Father

Control what you can—position, perform and persist. Security is not a fact; it is a feeling—a feeling that you can control what you do. You don’t control all events that happen, but you do control your response to events. You don’t control the cards you are dealt in life, but you can learn how to play even a poor hand well. Appreciate the words of Reinhold Niebuhr: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” Get busy changing what you can—starting with your own attitude.

“I never worry about action, but only about inaction.” Winston Churchill

"Action is a great restorer and builder of confidence. Inaction is not only the result, but the cause, of fear. Perhaps the action you take will be successful; perhaps different action or adjustments will have to follow. But any action is better than no action at all. Make a move." Norman Vincent Peale
“You miss 100% of the shots you never take.” Wayne Gretzky

Move from analysis paralysis into action. Cultivate a continual sense of adventure that searches for and takes advantage of every opportunity. Failure to make choices doesn't prevent failure it just turns life into slow death. Never be paralyzed by limitless choices; do something one choice at a time! As Yogi Berra would say, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”

"The illiterate of the future are not those who cannot read or write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn." Alvin Toffler
“It’s what you learn after you know it all that counts.” John Wooden

"You have to do what you love to do, not get stuck in that comfort zone of a regular job. Life is not a dress rehearsal. This is it." Lucinda Basset
Master the strategic competencies you need to invent the future. The age of lifelong employment is over. You become an old dog when you stop doing new and improved tricks. Invest 5% of your time in education to stay a recyclable asset. If you hate your job, raise that to 10%. Search for what you enjoy and have the gifts to do. Optimism is easier when you have a job that gives you passion, fulfillment, and energy.

"No one can make me feel inferior but myself." Eleanor Roosevelt

“An occasional compliment is necessary to keep up one’s self-respect… When you cannot get a compliment any other way, pay yourself one.” Mark Twain

“Each step in self-management involves a judgment that carries a strong emotional charge for you. You must believe that your purpose is meaningful, that you’re free to choose the best way to do a task, that you’re performing competently, and that you’re making progress toward your purpose. These emotional charges are the intrinsic rewards of work—the ‘juices’ that energize you and keep you going.” Kenneth W. Thomas

"Every person I work with knows something better than I. My job is to listen long enough to find it and use it." Jack Nichols

Manage your motivation by catching yourself being effective. You are probably tougher on yourself than on any other person. Instead of taking yourself for granted, love yourself the way you love others you care about. If you are not catching yourself being effective, you may be winning and not know it because you’re not keeping score. Ask yourself daily, “What did I do today that made a difference?” Use your calendar to write down one success every day. 

“It often happens that I wake at night and begin to think about a serious problem and decide I must tell the Pope about it. Then I wake up completely and remember that I am the Pope.” Pope John XXIII 

"We all make mistakes. But what really makes mistakes expensive is not admitting them right away. Business culture teaches us never to admit to our mistakes but to bury them instead or to blame someone else.” Katie Paine, Founder and CEO of the Delahaye Group

“Kids make mistakes all the time. You don’t learn to walk without falling down. You don’t learn to speak without mispronouncing a lot of words. You don’t learn to juggle without dropping balls. But if you create an environment where people are afraid to make mistakes and they cover them up, then they’re into covering up rather than learning. That’s why I think organizations should change the name of the training department to the ‘department of constructive mistake-making.’ If you’re not making mistakes, you’re not learning anything valuable.” Michael Gelb 

“Experience is not what happens to you. It is what you do with what happens to you.” Aldous Huxley

See mistakes as valued lessons on the way to success. Life is like a moving vehicle with no brakes; if you spend too much time in the rearview mirror, you may hit a tree out the front window. Keep your rearview mirror smaller than your front window by using self-criticism as course correction feedback on the road to success. Identify what was done wrong, but put your focus on the future: What are you going to do to rectify the problem? How will you handle it next time? 

“No matter what our achievements might be, we think well of ourselves only in rare moments. We need people to bear witness against our inner judge, who keeps book on our shortcomings and transgressions. We need to convince us that we are not as bad as we think we are.”  Eric Hoffer 

"Notice the difference between what happens when a man says to himself, `I have failed three times,' and what happens when he says, `I am a failure.'" S. I. Hayakawa 

“Optimism can be learned. We teach people a concept called ‘disputing.’ This involves recognizing that one often has ‘catastrophic thoughts,’ feelings that everything is wrong and that nothing is going to change. We teach people to think of these thoughts as if they were being said by some external person whose mission in life is to make them miserable. Then we have them dispute those thoughts, and that’s the heart of the optimism technique.” Martin E. P. Seligman

“Once at a tennis tournament, I was paired with a woman who had just learned how to play. Every time she missed a shot, she immediately turned to me, expecting that I would be disappointed or frustrated. Instead, I talked to her about our strategy for the next point. By doing so, I sent a very important message: The past doesn’t matter. I didn’t encourage her with empty praise—that rarely works. But I know that if she dwelled on a mistake, she was more likely to repeat it, and that if she focused on how we were going to win the next point, she was more likely to help us do just that. Over several days, her abilities improved dramatically and we ended up winning the tournament.” Scott Adams, Dilbert Cartoonist

Persevere in reframing difficulties and downturns into strategic opportunities. Flexible optimists persevere even in the presence of obstacles and negative outcomes. They perceive failures as temporary setbacks, rather than final verdicts. What you think when things go wrong determines whether you give up or whether you get busy overcoming the problem. Victors say to themselves, "I'm going to figure out how to become successful one way or another." Victims say, "I’ll never be able to succeed." Build an expectation of success through persistent hard work and invest your worry time in constructive action. Hunt for the silver lining. A crisis can be a time to reinvent a business, to cut costs that are not adding value, and to reinforce and strengthen customer ties. 

“Someone who works, has a family and goes bowling with a group has an edge on a person whose life is work. With each added relationship you have, the less likely you are to become ill.” Sheldon Cohen, Carnegie-Mellon University researcher
Relationships are critical in times of crisis. Learn to accept support from others; you don’t have to go it alone. The tragedy of life is that the people you most want to spend time with you have to schedule time to even see. The people you least want to be with will find you wherever you are. Spend time with other optimistic friends. Mark Twain said it well: “Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, can become great.” The company you keep can bring you up or bring you down. Pick your friends and associates wisely.

“The trouble with the rat race is that even if you win, you’re still a rat.” 
Lilly Tomlin
"Somebody should tell us, right at the start of our lives, that we are dying. Then we might live life to the limit, every minute of every day. Do it! I say. Whatever you want to do, do it now! There are only so many tomorrows." Michael Landon
Balance working and living smart by making time for your family. Research shows that time spent with supportive families, friends and faith communities can help people find strength and comfort. People look at their priorities differently after disasters. Make dates and buy a few tickets! When you've paid a hundred dollars for theater tickets, you find a way to get everything done so that you can go no matter what work demands appear. In fact, have tickets every day and be willing to give them up only when unexpected job demands require it. 

"A vigorous five mile walk will do more good for an unhappy but otherwise healthy adult than all the medicine and psychology in the world." Dr. Paul Dudley White
"The key to cardiovascular fitness is consistency rather than intensity." Dr. James Rippe
"People who cannot find time for recreation are obliged sooner or later to find time for illness." John Wanamaker
To maintain a positive attitude, take your health habits seriously in difficult times. Eat right, exercise, get plenty of sleep, and include daily stress breaks in your day. Maintaining your health habits can do wonders to help you sustain your optimism and manage your increased stress levels. 

“I could detect a distinct correlation between this notion of vision and performance.... The good ones had a vision. As for the bad ones, it was hard to tell why the people had come to work that morning.” Donald Povejsil
"Always do what is right. It will gratify most of the people, and astound the rest." Mark Twain 

"You need clarity on your own non-negotiables. You need to know what you won't budge on, or you'll be buffeted by the winds." Curtis R. Berrien

Find the power of purpose and serving others. Friedrich Nietzsche once said, “The one who has a why to live can bear with almost any how.” There is passion in being fully engaged in a meaningful mission and in doing your share of random acts of kindness. You make a difference for yourself when you make a difference for others. Faith, values and integrity are back in. People of faith tend not live in fear, but find peace in faith. Core values help direct your choices. They are both your anchor in the rough sea and the lighthouse that helps illuminate a positive and principled course in uncertain times. Honor is a gift you give yourself. 

“He that is of a merry heart hath a continual feast.” Proverbs 15:15

"Healthy people go `Yes,' `No,' and `Whoopee.' Unhealthy people go `Yes, but,' `No, but,' and `No whoopee!'" Eric Berne

"I, not events, have the power to make me happy or unhappy today. I can choose which it shall be. Yesterday is dead, tomorrow hasn't arrived yet. I have just one day, today, and I'm going to be happy in it." Groucho Marx
“Realize that a sense of humor is deeper than laughter and more satisfying than comedy and delivers more rewards than merely being entertaining. A sense of humor sees the fun in everyday experiences. It is more important to have fun than it is to be funny." Laurence J. Peter and Bill Dana

"If you aren't having fun in your work, fix the problem before it becomes serious; ask for help if you need it. If you can't fix it and won't ask for help, please go away before you spoil the fun for the rest of us." Russ Walden
Use your sense of humor to regain perspective. Don't go through your life with your face in “park”. Humor provides perspective that breaks the stress cycle and invites a more positive attitude. If you know that some day you will laugh at a problem, don’t wait—laugh as quickly as you can! Take your job and life seriously, but yourself lightly. Never forget that some days you're the bug, and some days you're the windshield. That's a perspective worth remembering in these challenging times.

“There is a secret to happiness and it is gratitude. All happy people are grateful, and ungrateful people cannot be happy. We tend to think that it is being unhappy that leads people to complain, but it is truer to say that it is complaining that leads to people becoming unhappy. Become grateful and you will become a much happier person. I try to be happy unless something happens that makes me unhappy, rather than unhappy unless something makes me happy.” Dennis Prager

“Ingratitude is always a form of weakness. I have never known a man of real ability to be ungrateful.” Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

“Count up every single thing—large and small—that makes your life worthwhile, including your own innate talents…. When you quantify these things, gratitude—the mighty river to happiness—begins its journey through your soul.” Dr. Joyce Brothers

Finally, experience the power of gratitude. Unrealistic expectations are a sure road to disappointment. Optimists hope for more, but are not thrown by less. Start counting your blessings instead of your problems. Choose to be happy unless something happens to change that feeling, instead of being unhappy until something makes you happy. End the day by identifying five things for which you are grateful. 

“Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.” Leo Tolstoy
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