A little worry 1S
o00d for busSiness

For two decades Julic Norem has worked
to make it safe for the pessimists of
Amcrica to come out of the closet. So
far she has little cause for optimism.
Only 10,000 copies of her 2001 book,
The Positive Power of Negative Thinking,
were sold before the hardcover edition
was remaindered—that’s less than 0.2%
of the total sales to date of Norman Vin-
cent Peale’s peppy classic, The Power of
Positive Thinking. Norem, a Wellesley
College psychology professor, is also
swimming upstream in academia. While
the study of happiness is ascendant
among U.S. psychologists, she focuses
on anxious pcople who feel in their
bones that Murphy’s law describes a force of nature.

Unlike Norem, scholars of happincess find it almost deliri-
ously easy to hit resonant chords in the American psyche. Their
books, such as Learned Optimism by former American Psy-
chological Association president Martin Seligman, become
bestsellers. Their findings make news; a study concluding
that Nigeria has more happy people per capita than any
other nation recently gener-
ated worldwide headlines.
They even have their own ge-
nius prize—the $100,000
Templeton Positive Psychol-
ogy Award, established by
philanthropist John Temple-
ton, founder of the Temple-
ton mutual fund group.

But if Norem is right, the
sunny scientists have missed
something: Putting on a happy
face is a poor strategy for
many pcople. Norem calls
thcm defensive pessimists.
Temperamentally given to
angst, they typically begin a
project by assuming things will
go badly. Then they work
through their anxicty—and of-
ten lay the groundwork for
success—by carefully prepar-
ing to fend off the expected
botches and bad luck. Nor-
em’s studies show that when
such people are cajoled into
don’t-worry-be-happy modc,
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their performance actually goes downhill.

In her book Norem describes how a
defensive pessimist she knows, a sociology
professor, plans a retirement dinncr for a
colleague by anxiously quizzing herself
about possible disasters: Will old profes-
sor Smith be able to hear if he’s seated at
the middle table? Can raffish professor
Jones be trusted not to tell off-color jokes
if allowed Lo give a toast? Will quarrel-
some students be able to sit near each
other without a blowup?

In contrast, says Norcm, “strategic op-
timists” regard such obsessive worrying as
weird. An upbcat architect she describes,
for cxample, likes to gear up for major pre-
sentations to clients by shooting Nerf-ball hoops in his office.
When he goes into the meeting, his jovial, self-confident de-
meanor usually carrics the day.

Norem stresses that defensive pessimists aren’t necessarily
gloom-ridden. Their coping mechanism is a strategy, not an
indelible personality trait, and they can switch to upbeat
modes in situations that don’t trigger their anxicty. But she
concedes that they arc usually
in a worse mood than opti-
mists. (To gauge your own
level of defensive pessimism,
surf to www.wellesley.edu/
Psychology/Norem/Quiz/
quiz.html.)

A chipper 43-year-old,
Norem says she isn’t down on
optimism. In fact, she sces
herself as tending toward the
bright side. (“I've had to learn
to be a defensive pessimist,”
she says, in order to manage
a demanding career while
rcaring two kids.) And she
agrees with a key point the
positive psychologists never
tire of making: Optimists arc
prone to happy, self-fulfilling
prophccics.

Still, Norem takes issuc
with the positivists’ onc-size-
fits-all message, to just say
no to negativity. In one of her
most telling studics, defensive
pessimists were hooked up to
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equipment that mea-
sured physiological signs
of anxiety, such as sweat-
ing, while preparing to
take aptitude tests. Half
the pessimists were al-
lowed to do their usual
thing—ruminate ner-
vously about the trial
to come. The other half ..
were given a simple cler-
ical chore that distract-
ed them from anxious
musing. The rescarchers
found that the undistracted pessimists’
anxiety peaked during their mental re-
hearsal, then fell just before and during
the test. The second group’s experience
was the opposite—their anxiety fell while
they were distracted but shot sky-high at
test time, hurting their performance.

One defensive pessimist explained to
Norem that adopting an upbeat outlook
before a major challenge feels artificial
and risky to him, and that when he does
s0, he winds up feeling panicky when the
trying events are upon him.

Norem is at her most provocative when
discussing her work’s larger implications.
Defensive pessimists are perennially un-
dervalued in American society, she ar-
gucs. Though they tend to be detail-ori-
ented realists, “they’re almost never scen
in leadership positions.” Instead they are
typically found in jobs like secretary or
nursc, which involve major responsibili-
ties and little power—their knack for pic-
turing what might go wrong is ideal for
“covering their bosses’ behinds” in such
roles. Tt seems that more women than
men are defensive pessimists, she adds,
as surveys show that females feel more
anxiety than males—or at least are more
willing to admit self-doubt.

Defensive pessimists sometimes do
achieve stardom in America, says Norem.
Many famous entertainers, for instance,
seem to be anxious people given to ob-
sessive rehearsing. Woody Allen has made
an art form of angst. Secretary of State
Colin Powell, she adds, might be a “closet
defensive pessimist”—a high-profile lead-
er forced by his role to act more optimistic
than he is.

But America has always been ruled
by optimists, Norem says. The Pilgrim
Fathers showed the way in 1620 with a
bold leap of faith: They chose to sail forth
in the Mayflower in the fall, of all seasons.
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As a result they landed
in Massachusetts in the
middle of winter, short
on food. Half were dead
within a year, many from
starvation. But the pow-
! er of their positive think-
" ing never faded in the
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CEOs of AOL and Time
Warner used to justify
merging the companies,
or the Bush administration’s confident
shoving aside of doubts leading up to
the Iraq invasion.

Norem cites such cases to illustratc
one of her sharpest points: Optimists
tend to live in a world of mild illusions.
Full of happiness-abetting sclf-csteem,
they typically attribute their successcs to
skill and their failures to bad luck. They
often overcstimate their ability to control
things—optimists insist on picking their
own lotlery numbers rather than using
ones randomly chosen by computcr.

In an experiment, Norem and col-
leagues asked rescarch subjects to describe
themselves on camera, as if making a video
tor a dating service. The researchers then
gave all the subjects identical mixed re-
views, rating how attractive they were, how
much they needed to improve, and the
overall success of their performance. When
later asked about the feedback, subjects
categorized as strategic optimists (via a
preadministered questionnaire) remem-
bered their ratings as significantly more
positive than they actually were. Subjects
classified as defensive pessimists, on the
other hand, tended to remember the feed-
back more accurately.

Pessimists, of course, are prone to dis-
tort reality in negative ways, especially
when assessing themselves. But Norem
notes that such illusions generally have
little fallout compared with those of the
upbeat powers that be, whose rosy dis-
tortions in the Nuclear Age can have
global repercussions. “I wouldn’t advo-
cate that defensive pessimists run every-
thing,” she says. “But I would advocate
that every decision process with impor-
tant consequences should include a de-
fensive pessimist.” Maybe we’d all have
more reason for optimism if that happy
wish came true. @

FEEDBACK dstipp@fortunemail.com




