Optimism
How can positive emotions protect us against stress? Consider this scenario: John is laid off his job. He becomes depressed and despondent, and spends day after day watching television on his couch.
Now, Trent is also laid off his job. He decides to use the time to find a job he likes even better. He works with a career counselor, updates his resume and actively seeks new positions. Trent feels much better during his layoff than John does during his, and he finds new employment.
Trent also approached his situation more positively. In this segment, we'll note three concepts associated with positive emotions. They are optimism, self-efficacy and happiness.
Optimism: Hopefulness about successful future outcomes. Its opposite is pessimism. Optimists and pessimists differ in how they deal with adversity and with people. Optimists tend to be confident they can solve problems, even when facing great adversity, whereas pessimists tend to doubt. And, so, optimists tend to experience less distress than pessimists, which leaves them better able to cope.
There is some evidence that the extent to which we are optimistic is genetic. But other psychologists, notably Martin Seligman, focus on optimism as a learned skill. For example, Seligman believes that we can learn to change our self-talk, or the unvocalized thoughts that run in our heads. Pessimists tend to have negative self-talk, but these thoughts can be challenged.
Self-Efficacy
Optimists also tend to have greater self-efficacy, which is the belief in their own competence to produce desired outcomes. People with higher self-efficacy are more likely to take on new challenges. People with lower self-efficacy, by contrast, are more likely to avoid new challenges, and they are more likely to believe existing problems are more difficult than they actually are.
Happiness
Finally, optimists tend to be happier than pessimists. What is happiness? It's one of those things that we often think we understand intuitively, but then when we actually try to define it, an easy definition eludes us. Positive psychology has identified three different layers to the meaning of happiness. First, happiness can mean the experience of pleasure and positive emotions. Second, happiness can mean feeling engaged in, and absorbed by, a certain activity. And finally, happiness can mean feeling engaged not just in any activity, but rather in a meaningful activity, or in something that is valuable to more than just the person doing it.
Studies suggest that how happy we feel is partially genetic. It is also partly dependent on external circumstances but not nearly as much as one might think. In fact, the experience of happiness is perhaps less than 20% dependent on the situations in which we find ourselves! For example, people who accumulate great wealth aren't necessarily happier than those who don't. And those who struggle with major illness are less happy at first but soon bounce back to average happiness levels. And while we probably all imagine circumstances in which we think we would be very happy, a psychologist named Dan Gilbert has shown that we really are not so great at predicting the circumstances that will make us happy.
One aspect of our circumstances that can really improve our happiness, however, is the strength of our social support network. Studies suggest that people with stronger support networks are happier. Friends and family can strengthen our network. Less obviously, so can psychological therapy, because therapy provides us with support for the problems we are facing.
Lesson Summary
To summarize, positive psychology can help us to cope with stress and to improve our overall health. Compared to pessimists, optimists are more hopeful about future outcomes. They also tend to exude a greater degree of self-efficacy and are happier overall.
Lesson Objectives
After watching this lesson, you should be able to define and describe the terms optimism, self-efficacy and happiness as they relate to positive psychology.
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