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THE BENEFITS OF

OLIVER BURKEMAN

«NEGATIVE VISUALIZATION”
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an 5 Brzt:/fzfé Zzzfﬁ, a British newspaper based in Nez?;l ;:,/e_

lumn is titl:a' This Column Will Change Your Life, and it Jocuses
Ha vk Z’m cial psychology, the self-help culture, and what be calls th,
on issues relatea tr;spo books to date are HELP! How to Become Slightly
science of ”"ﬁ’é”i 2 Bit More Done (2011) and The Antidote: Happines f,,
;{ al:)[l’;c%;l?o C:n’t Stand Positive Thinking (2012). i iplouning {§icing i
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an excerpt from that book.

Behind many of the most popular approaches to happ inesihis the simple p hilosoPhy of
focusing on things going right. In the worlc:! 'of se!f—he'lp, R e Overt €xpression of
this outlook is the technique known as “positive ’wsuahzatlon : if you mentall! picture
~ things turning out well, the reasoning goes, they e far more likely o do_ s0. “There jg
; - a deep tendency in human nature to become precisely what you V.15'ua.llze yourself
. being,” said Norman Vincent Peale, the author of 7he Power of Positive Thinking, in 5
.~ speech he gave to executives of the investment bank Merrill Lynch in the mid-198(;
~ Even most people who scoff at Peale’s homilies, however, might find it hard to argue
 with the underlying outlook: that being optimistic about the future, when you can man-
age i, is generally for the best.
- Yet there are problems with this outlook, aside from just feeling disappointed when
ings don’t turn out well. These problems are particularly acute in the case of positive
visualization. Over the last few years, the German-born psychologist Gabriele Oettingen
_'and her colleagues have constructed a series of experiments designed to unearth the
truth about “positive fantasies about the future.” The results are striking: Spending time

and energy thinking about how well things could go, it has emerged, actually reduces

post people’s motivation to achieve them, Experimental subjects who were encouraged
to think about how they

were going to have a particularly high-achieving week at work,

or example, ended up achieving less than those who were invited to reflect on the com-
e k, bui,: given no further guidelines on how to do so.

RN ¢ '_lﬁcc,ssaril}' follow, of course, that it would be a better idea to switch ©

zation” instead, and to stary focusing on all the ways in which things

ng. Yet that is precisely one of the conclusions that emerges from Stoicis™

Phtlosophy that originated in Athens 4 few years after the death of Aristotl
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mind was tranquility—not the excitable cheer that PO
an when they use the word “happiness.” And tmnqulht'\
hualy chasing after enjoyable experiences, but b."f“l“‘_
€8 towards one’s circumstances. One way to do ¢his, the
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