Optimism Can be Learned

Life inflicts the same setbacks and tragedies on the optimist as it does on the pessimist. The optimist weathers the storm better. It is the global perception that an optimistic person will perform better (be an overachiever) and will be a happier individual than a pessimistic person. Experiments performed indicate this to be, not just a perception, but reality.  


Thus, if we want to give our swimmers, or more importantly our children, the opportunity to perform at the very edge of their potential, an optimistic view of the world by our children is a necessity.

Matt Biondi/1988 Olympics


In the 1988 Seoul Olympics, Matt Biondi had the potential to win 7 gold medals in swimming, and tie Mark Spitz for the most medals ever won by a single athlete at a single Olympics (obviously, prior to Phelps).


In Matt’s first race, he came in 3rd. In his 2nd race, the 100 butterfly, Matt was touched out by Anthony Nesty (from South America-the first African American to win a swimming gold medal-trained at U of Florida) in a race similar to the one Michael Phelps won in the 2008 Olympics. Biondi lost by .01 of a second.


In his 1st two swims, Biondi was 0-2. He lost 1 by .01. How would he do in the next 5 events. Dr. Martin Seligman had a pretty good idea.




     Learned Helplessness/Learned Optimism:

 
In the late 1960’s, Dr. Martin Seligman conducted an experiment. You need to remember Pavlov’s theory of conditioning (remember the bell, the food and the saliva). The goal of the experiment was to see if dogs could associate specific sound with a voluntary reaction; the experimenters wanted the dogs to react a specific way upon hearing a specific sound.


To prepare the dogs for the ultimate experiment, the experimenters gave the dogs a mild shock followed by specific tone noise. The experimenters wanted the dogs to associate the shock with the tone; condition them to associate the noise with the mild shock. This shocking and tone noise was repeated on the dogs over several days. There was no way for the dogs could escape of the shock by the experimenters during this prep part of the experiment. 


Once the dogs were conditioned to associate the shock with the tone, the experimenters put the dogs into a two-compartment box that had a small barrier between the two-compartments, which the dogs could easily jump over. The dogs were taught how to jump over the barrier, which they quickly learned. 


The real experiment was to be conducted so that in the 1st compartment of the two-compartment box, the dogs would receive a shock. If the dogs jumped the barrier, they would no longer receive the shock in the 2nd compartment. The expectation by the experimenters was that the dogs would quickly learn to jump the barrier into the 2nd compartment to escape the shock. Once the dogs accomplished this feat religiously, the experimenters would repeat the exercise just making the noise/tone when the dogs were in the 1st compartment. The experimenters hoped (and the focus of the experiment was) that the dogs would have previously associated the tone with the shock and with just the tone prompt (no shock), the dogs would voluntarily jump the barrier to avoid the expected shock they now associated with the tone.

Once the two-compartment experiment started, the experimenters were amazed that upon the mild shock of the dogs in the 1st compartment, the dogs just laid down. They did nothing to avoid the shock. They became “helpless” and gave up.

Subsequent experiments were conducted where the tone goal was removed. The experimenters had 3 different groups of dogs: 

Group 1 was shocked repeatedly (like the original experiment prior to being taken to the two compartment box ). The shock was inescapable regardless of what the dog did. 


Group 2 was shocked prior to being taken to the two-compartment box BUT was provided with an option that RANDOMLY stopped the shock. 


Group 3 was shocked prior to being taken to the two-compartment box BUT was provided with an option that ALWAYs stopped the shock.


Once so conditioned, the 3 dog groups were placed in the two-compartment boxes and shocked. In this experiment, Group 1 always became helpless. Group 2 AND Group 3 ALWAYS worked the option to stop the shock. Group 2 and Group 3 NEVER GAVE UP.


A similar experiment was conducted on the pike, which is a fierce carnivorous fish that eats smaller fishes. Scientists took a pike and placed it into a large tank with many smaller fishes.  The pike however, was separated from these smaller preys by a layer of glass, forming a barrier preventing the pike from reaching its prey.  The pike continuously smashed itself against the glass barrier while trying to reach its prey, but was unsuccessful in its attempts in penetrating this invisible barrier.  Gradually, it became discouraged and discontinued this behavior. The pike eventually sank to the bottom of the tank and just laid there. When the pike finally stopped hitting the glass barrier, the scientists removed the barrier, allowing the pike to feast.  To their surprise, the pike continued ignoring the smaller fishes, even when they were swimming right next to the pike. Eventually, the pike starved to death, even when its food was swimming right in front of it. This behavior was eventually known as the “Pike Syndrome”.

The conclusion of these and other similar experiments is: during the Pavlovian conditioning, when the shocks are inescapable, animals “learn” that the shocks went on and off REGARDLESS of what the dogs did. Thus animals “learned” to give up. Nothing they did mattered, SO WHY TRY??


Subsequent experiments have disclosed the following results:

1) People given inescapable noise or unsolvable problems report a depressed mood descends upon them

2) Animals that suffered inescapable shock lost interest in their usual activities. They no longer competed with each other for food, fought back when attacked or cared for their young

3) Animals that suffered inescapable shock lost their appetite & interest in copulation.

4) Helpless animals had insomnia.

5) Helpless animals and helpless people both showed psychomotor retardation and lost energy. They don’t try to escape shock, get food or solve problems. They don’t fight back. They readily gave up on new tasks and they don’t explore new environments

6) Helpless people blamed their failure to solve problems on THEIR lack of ability and THEIR WORTHLESSNESS. The more depressed they got, the worse the pessimistic explanatory style.

7) Helpless people were inattentive; they had trouble paying attention to crucial cues that signal rewards or safety.


Thus, helpless can be learned if the subject believes their actions are futile, worthless. 


The two interconnected “eureka” lessons from these experiments: 

1) Helplessness can be learned

2) Then Helplessness can be unlearned-or Optimism can be learned!!!! 
How We Think Affects How We Feel

In subsequent experiments, it has been proven that “Learned Helplessness” can be cured by showing the subject his own actions would now work. It could also be cured by teaching the subject to think differently about what caused him to fail. And, the earlier in life such mastery was learned the more effective the immunization against helplessness.


In fact, Seligman physically pulled the helpless dogs in Group 1 of the 2nd experiment across the barrier where they received no shock until they “unlearned” their hopelessness. Each dog eventually successfully unlearned their hopelessness. 

At the Moment of Failure: Hopelessness


Each of us, especially athletes, experience total hopelessness at the moment of failure. When swimmers come out of the water and they have not performed up to their (or worse, their coach and/or parents expectations), they feel failure and hopelessness (let me also point out that swimmers, by what they wear during competition, are virtually naked. They view that everyone has seen what they have done and they are virtually physically and emotionally naked at this moment of failure!). 

Negative thoughts go thru their minds: why did it happen? What else could I have done? Why am I putting in so much effort if I just fail?  They FEEL sad, the future looks dismal (doing well in the next race?? IMPOSSIBLE!).  And putting in any effort, much less 100% seems overwhelming difficult. Is hopelessness a thought or a feeling?? Both??  This is a PERFECTLY NATURAL human reaction to failure.


For the Optimist, a failure produces only brief demoralization. The key in preventing failure to create pessimism is for the individual to create HOPE!! Create the I CAN Feeling! David Marsh, coaching legend at SwimMAC, lightens this very moment by calling this a “routine setback.” This allows the swimmer to rebound quickly from the setback-since it is viewed as part of the process of developing into a better swimmer.  

It is how we think about the failure that will determine HOW LONG AND HOW STRONG the hopelessness will last. Cognitive Theory of Psychology is the changing of the habits of thoughts; this change of thoughts will ultimately change how one feels about failure. 


If your explanatory style is optimistic, your feeling of hopeless following failure will be temporary and shallow. It will not stay with you. You will SOON feel like you have the power to change the results of the next test. For the athlete, SOON means well before the next race-(as little as 10 minutes later!). They need to prepare properly mentally and emotionally to compete again at their best immediately. 

Rumination:

1) Experiments/Statistics show that people who ruminate (“chew the cud”) are much more likely to be pessimistic. They think (and then feel) about problems that amplify pessimism. They think over and over about their failure; analyze, mull and try to determine the source of their pessimism.

2) Experiments/Statistics show that Men, on average more easily explain away their failures. Ironically, “the sun was in my eyes” is actually an Optimistic View.


Cognitive Therapy can create an optimistic explanatory style and curtail rumination. It prevents pessimism and teaches the skills needed to bounce back from defeat.
Parents Relationship to Child’s Outlook

Children actually learn much of their outlook from their primary care-giver. Logically, they mimic the responses that they hear their parent(s) give when their parents are faced with obstacles. This is the case of like father/like son; just like her mother. 

Cognitive Therapy

We can literally train ourselves to be Optimists. This is done thru making sure the way we think about things, and thus how we feel about things, is an optimistic view.
	Optimist: Good Events: Permanent
	Pessimist: Good Events: Temporary

	An optimistic athlete would explain a good event with: I am great, I always beat my rival, I’m talented. People who believe good events have permanent causes try even harder after they succeed. 
	A pessimistic athlete would explain a good event with: It’s my lucky day, I tried really hard, my rival died. People who believe good events have temporary causes may give up even when they succeed-believing the success was a fluke!

	
	

	Optimist: Bad Events: Temporary
	Pessimist: Bad Events: Permanent

	 An optimistic athlete would respond to a bad swim with: I was exhausted, I blew my turn, I died because I didn’t sleep well last night. 


	A pessimistic athlete would respond to a bad swim with: I suck, I always do bad, nothing I do helps me get a best time.

	Optimist: Bad Event: Specific Explanation
	Pessimist: Bad Event: Universal Explanation

	This allows the optimist to continue to feel good about themselves in other areas of their lives and to continue to succeed in those areas even while struggling in the area where failure occurred.  An optimistic athlete would explain a bad event with: I didn’t do well in this event, I had a bad 3rd turn. 
	This allows the pessimist to feel bad about themselves in other areas of their lives and to possibly begin failing in those areas unrelated to the area where the failure occurred

	
	

	Optimist: Bad Event: Blame External Events
	Pessimist: Bad Event: Blame Internally 



	An optimist gives a external for failure (its not my fault!!). This allows the optimist to continue to have a high self esteem despite the current bad event/failure. An optimistic athlete would explain a bad event with: I had no luck today, my competitor was lucky today, my competitor did well today.


	A pessimist gives an internal reason for failure (it is my fault!!). This forces the pessimist to lower their own self esteem (and ultimately adopt a low self esteem trait). A pessimistic athlete would explain a bad event with: I’m no good, I should have done better, I never win no matter what, training is such a waste of time since I never win. 


Optimist View:
Optimist: Good Event: Internal, permanent, pervasive
Optimist: Bad Event: External, temporary, specific

Pessimistic is the photographic negative

Pessimist: Good Event: External, temporary, specific

Pessimist: Bad Event: Internal, permanent, pervasive
The Connection between Adversity, Belief & Consequences


Your child needs to know the connection between adversity, belief & consequences. By teaching optimism skills to your child, you will improve your own optimistic skills-thus benefitting you in the process.


 Becoming an optimist consists of learning a set of skills about how to talk to yourself when you suffer a personal defeat. An optimist speaks to themselves about their setbacks from a more encouraging viewpoint.

When speaking to your child about a setback, you should 

1)  identify the adversity

2) Dispute the negative belief, preferably with fact facts (real facts, not emotional thoughts) 
a) Have swimmer argue with themselves towards a positive outcome (I am a good swimmer who had a bad race-external, temporary, specific) 
b) Negative beliefs are usually distortions anyway

c) If disputing does not work, distract swimmer from thinking about the situation 

3)  Thinking positively will cause the swimmers belief to change
4) Positive beliefs are more likely to lead to positive results.
Biondi

Remember Matt Biondi? The 1988 Olympian. How did he fare? How did Dr. Seligman know how Biondi would do? 

Prior to the Olympics, Biondi and his teammates at U of Cal Berkeley were part of a Seligman test. They were timed in their best events by stopwatch. In their 1st attempt, the timer incorrectly and on purpose told the swimmers they had swum 1.5 seconds slower than they actually had.

Those swimmers who were identified as optimistic thru other tests, swam faster on the 2nd swim. Those who were identified as pessimistic swam slower on the 2nd swim.  

Since Biondi tested as optimistic, Seligman guessed that Biondi would fare well in his last 5 swims. In fact, Biondi won 5 gold medals at the 1988 Seoul Olympics-sweeping the last 5 events AFTER “blowing” the 1st two events. 
