
Optimism vs. Pessimism 

Explanatory Style Guide 

Pessimist (when setbacks occur) Optimist (when setbacks occur) 
Permanent – This will last forever. Temporary – This situation will pass. 

Pervasive – The negativity of the situation infiltrates 
other areas of life. The pessimist allows it to undermine 
everything. For example, if a pessimist has a negative 
event at work, they will be grouchy with family and 
friends, and they may not engage in leisure activities or 
hobbies. 

Specific – This setback only impacts the setting in which it 
occurred.  If something happens in the workplace, it stays 
in the workplace and does not impact home life, leisure 
time, relationships, etc.  An optimist has a rough day at 
school or the office, then goes home to family or out with 
friends and enjoys every minute in a good state of mind. 

Personal – A pessimist believes the situation is 
completely their fault.  They take the blame for the 
circumstance.  They tend to be hard on themselves and 
are unable to consider that additional events may have 
played a part in the event.  “I’m such a failure.”  “I’m 
never going to get that promotion.”   

External – An optimist understands that circumstances 
outside themselves played a part in the setback.  They 
realistically acknowledge the part they played, but also 
see that external events impacted the results as well.  “I 
didn’t study enough, and the teacher asked some tough 
questions, but I will be better prepared next time. 

Uncontrollable – There is nothing that can be done about 
the situation.  “I’m horrible at taking tests … it’s 
hopeless.”   

Controllable – There is something that can be done to 
improve this situation.  “I can try again.”  “I can study 
harder next time.”   

The idea of optimism is to acquire a more positive view of our future, while 
learning to view setbacks or problems realistically, in a positive manner. 

Pessimist (when good things happen) Optimist (when good things happen) 

Temporary – This situation will pass. Permanent – This will last forever. 

 
Specific – This setback only impacts the setting in which it 
occurred.  If something happens in the workplace, it stays 
in the workplace and does not impact home life, leisure 
time, relationships, etc.  A pessimist may not share a 
pleasant event with family or friends.  Also, because they 
see it as temporary, they may feel it’s not worth it to 
share good things today because lousy things may 
happen tomorrow. 
 

 
Pervasive – An optimist allows the good feelings to 
permeate all areas of their lives.  They share the joy with 
family and friends, are invigorated in all their activities, 
and engage in life with more motivation and zest.  They 
realistically know that future setbacks will occur, but they 
don’t allow those thoughts to steal the positivity from the 
current situation.  

External – A pessimist sees the circumstance as due to 
things such as luck.  They might say things like, “The 
teacher gave an easy exam.”  “Anyone could have done 
what I did.”  “I really lucked out.”   

Personal – An optimist acknowledges they have done 
something well.  “I am good at my job.” “I’m a good test 
taker.” “I am a good parent.”   
 

Resources: 
 

Paquette, Johan, Psy.D.  2015.  Real happiness:  proven paths for contentment, peace & well-being.  Pesi Publishing. 
 

Seligman, Martin, Ph.D. 2006.  Learned optimism:  how to change your mind and your life.  Random House: New York. 
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