Maintaining a Positive Outlook
Why Have a Positive Outlook?
‘Positive thinking actually means approaching life’s challenges with a positive outlook. It does not
necessarily mean avoiding or ignoring the bad things; instead, it involves making the most of the
potentially bad situations, trying to see the best in other people, and viewing yourself and your
abilities in a positive light.’1
The current international health crisis is new and strange for everyone. This can be a challenging time
for many of us. Naturally, we are all different and have different ways of thinking. People with
optimistic thinking styles tend to approach life challenges with a positive outlook. There are
advantages to developing a positive outlook, including better stress management2, an association with
multiple improved health benefits and more hopeful expectations of the future; and the good news is
that optimism can be learned3. In this article we will examine several relevant areas which can affect
our mind-set.

Routine
In these uncertain times it is still important to keep a routine – it gives us a sense of control and
normality.4 This provides us with a foundation for a more optimistic perspective. In the morning we
can get up and shower, eat a healthy breakfast, plan our work and our day. It is really beneficial to
have something to look forward to. This can be spending time with the people with whom we live,
making time for exercise, time for home entertainment or hobbies, or for those vitally important social
connections facilitated by technology. It is now crucially important that we maintain our connections
with others. We can also use extra time at home to learn a new skill, but this is not essential. What is
important is looking after ourselves and remaining hopeful. In general, adhering to a healthy lifestyle
which includes enjoying nutritious meals, regular exercise and a regular sleep routine provides us with
a really solid base for good physical and psychological health.

Focus
We can ask ourselves what kinds of things do we focus on. Is the glass half full or half empty? Are we
grateful for what we have or are we frustrated by what we don’t have? At times in the course of our
lives we will encounter crises and milestones, or even a confluence of challenges, and these will need
our attention. Despite this reality, we can choose a thinking style which can be conducive to positive
mood. There will be some clues to our own personal thought patterns in the language we use, both
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verbally and internally: E.g. ‘I believe in myself. If I have to face a challenge, I know if I give it my
attention and try to remain optimistic, I can often cope better and achieve a better outcome’.
If we notice that we often use a negative thinking style we can ask ourselves ‘Are these thoughts and
feelings serving any constructive purpose?’ It may be far more beneficial to focus our minds on other
things. It can also be beneficial to learn about and associate ourselves with, people who make us feel
positive, uplifted and inspired.
There will always be elements of good and bad in life, but what we focus on is important. If our mind
is focused on bad things, we will have darker feelings as a result. If we can mostly direct our attention
to the good parts of our lives, we can also expect to experience brighter and more balanced emotions.

Emotions
We are currently likely to experience a range of emotions in response to the situation we are living
through. Emotions can be complex things. All humans face challenges and this is an unavoidable part
of life. When we have negative experiences it can leave us feeling despondent, upset or angry. When
bad things happen or when challenges come to us, it is completely valid to feel emotions such as
sadness or anxiety. However, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, a field of study within the area of
Psychology, tells us that our thoughts determine our emotions. ‘Emotions don’t follow inexorably from
external events but from what you think about those events, and you can actually change what you
think.’5 Constructive and determined thinking will yield emotions that are happier and more assured.

Gratitude
Gratitude is a practice which allows us to consciously recognise what we have and can be thankful for
and, which increases our own wellbeing in the process.6 Importantly, gratitude shifts our emphasis
from negative ideas and emotions on to positive ones. There are various tools which can assist us in
fostering a greater sense of gratitude. These include keeping a gratitude journal that can be updated
daily; making a list of things we appreciate in our lives; thanking somebody else for their positive
impact on our lives – in person, on the phone, by letter or email, or by simply acknowledging this in
our thoughts; and meditation. Prayer can also be a form of gratitude for people who have a spiritual
or religious faith.

Resilience
We can sometimes underestimate how resilient we actually are. If we need a reminder of how we can
cope we could consider all of the challenges we have faced and overcome in the course of our lives,
great and small. These provide us with ample evidence that we have strength and that we are resilient
individuals. Reminding ourselves of our talents, strengths and virtues is a powerful way of connecting
with our inner capabilities. We could set aside ten minutes to write down different attributes and
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traits that we possess. This can be a fun and inspiring exercise. Remember, we are all unique and
valuable.

Humour
During testing times humour can be a very useful coping mechanism. A developed sense of humour
can enhance our resilience while bolstering our mental health.7 The active generation of our own
humour, as opposed to responding to external humour, may assist us in dealing with and recovering
from, stressful events.8

Thought Catching / Self-talk
One of the skills we can use to promote positive thinking styles is “Thought Catching”. This is where
we practice consciously recognising if our self-talk is helpful or unhelpful. This requires an awareness
of the thoughts we have. The idea is to start filtering our thinking so that we stop ourselves thinking
unhelpful thoughts and instead allow thinking that is helpful and factual. We need to be forensic and
challenge the negative thoughts. We can ask ourselves is there really sufficient evidence to support
negative thinking. When we become more aware of our thinking style we can start to reframe our
ideas, e.g. if we have the thought ‘I always fail’, maybe we could reframe this as ‘I don’t always fail. I
got through school. I have a job. I show my loved ones I care about them. Sometimes I succeed. I can
succeed’.

Taking Affirmative Action
‘When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves’9
We have the power to choose a more positive approach to life, or a given situation. Whether it relates
to our mentality or our external lives, there are few things which are as empowering as taking
affirmative action. Proactive optimism demands action and effort from us over a period time with a
view to achieving a particular goal. Obviously there are limitations on what we may be able to act on
at present. However, having an optimistic attitude can leave us well placed to take opportunities that
may present themselves, e.g. enjoying extra time at home with family, using this time to learn a new
skill, or deciding to just take time to be conscious and mindful that we can simply appreciate this
present moment.
Sometimes we must challenge ourselves to change; to rise above our circumstances. It is in this area
that having a positive outlook can really yield results personally and professionally. It is true that there
are things we cannot change and must accept, and that we will not always succeed. However, if we
believe our efforts may yield results we are more likely to try; whereas pessimism can be linked to
defeatism – the belief that there is no point in trying. There is an element of self-fulfilling prophecy
attached to these opposing mind-sets which echoes an often-cited quote from the past: ‘Whether you
believe you can do a thing or not, you’re right’10.
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Conclusion
These are undoubtedly challenging times for humanity, for the nation and, for each of us as
individuals. By planning our days and keeping to a healthy routine we can give ourselves a semblance
of normality and a platform for wellbeing. Maintaining communication links with others is vital at this
time of relative physical separation.
It has been shown that there are mental and physical health benefits to fostering a positive outlook.
We can notice our prevalent thought patterns by reflecting on our thinking and internal dialogue.
Where necessary we can practice thought catching, reframe ideas and take action to change a
situation, where appropriate. We can tap in to our resilience, engage in gratitude exercises and use
humour to strive for enhanced mental positivity. By utilising these resources we can take responsibility
for, and improve, our mental health during this demanding period.

