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Pessimistic?
– cheer up, we could be French

Iwas struck recently by the results of a Harris poll

which asked people in the UK, France,

Germany, Italy, Spain and the US how opti-

mistic or pessimistic they were regarding the coming

decade. Generally, we in the UK emerged as the sec-

ond most pessimistic about our prospects for the

next 10 years and we were eclipsed only by the

French who were markedly gloomier.  

In particular, people were asked whether they

thought the state would do less for them financially

in the next decade – 75 per cent of French respon-

dents thought this would be the case compared with

54 per cent of Americans and 69 per cent of UK

participants. Generally speaking, it seems that the

majority of people in some of the world’s most

developed countries are not anticipating a very

good time. 

So how does pessimism – and at the other end of

the spectrum, optimism – affect our experience of

the world? 

There is a lot of uncertainty about as we enter the

new decade – the economy, the need to claw back

the national debt and the prospect of a spring elec-

tion all contribute. From a psychological perspec-

tive, uncertainty can be a major challenge to our

wellbeing – as rational beings we like things to be

logical and, therefore, predictable. When they are

not we are forced to make predictions based on

incomplete information – a best guess – and those

we make depend very much on how we frame the

world. Someone with a positive outlook will make

different predictions than someone with a negative

outlook; so the path you take in this respect will

depend on both your personality and the skills you

have developed over the years.

Given this relationship between positive thinking

and behaviour, it’s not surprising that the discipline

of positive psychology, founded in 1998 by Martin

Seligman in the US, has flourished in recent years.

Contrary to popular belief, it is not just a fluffy,

self-help topic, but a serious area of scientific

endeavour which has proved that its insights and

techniques can deliver real benefits. As positive psy-

chologist Ilona Boniwell recently commented:

“Positive psychology [also] focuses on personal

development, self-regulation, intolerance of uncer-

tainty and actions that will have a positive impact on

society. There’s more to it than feeling happy.” 

As an example, Lyubomirsky, King and Diener

(2005) reviewed and aggregrated a great deal of rel-

evant research and found that higher levels of posi-

tive psychological wellbeing were associated with a

range of desirable outcomes – including positive

self-perceptions, positive judgements of others, per-

formance on complex mental tasks, creativity, flexi-

bility and originality. Such behaviours are associated

with both better work performance and more con-

structive relationships with colleagues. Furthermore,

being positive has been related to living longer,

being sick less often and having a happier work and

home life. So, it follows that a country (or business)

that is full of people with these characteristics is

likely to be more successful and resilient. 

But it’s easier said than done for a nation’s gov-

ernment to engender such positive feelings in the

entire population when times are tough. The results

of the Harris poll bear this out, showing that people

are tending towards the negative outlook right now.

There may, however, be a more positive angle on

this trend. 

If the majority of citizens truly expect less from

the state the implication is that they will need to find

new levels of resourcefulness and purpose in order to

fend for themselves. As a result we may, as individu-

als and collectively, become more self-sufficient,

resilient and positive about our own self-efficacy. 

That all sounds like good news for us as long as

we stay realistic, but where does it leave govern-

ments if, as this survey suggests, we see a weaken-

ing financial and psychological contract between

state and individual? Ultimately, the state may suffer

because when we expect less from it, we will pre-

sumably also be less prepared to contribute to it.

This could potentially be a recipe for growing

resentment regarding our tax and national insurance

contributions in the future.  

On the other hand, it may play out more positively

and lead to an altogether healthier relationship

between citizens and the state. True commitment

between the individual and a greater entity (the state,

the employer) is about shared values and an emo-

tional bond – not just a convenient exchange of

financial benefits.  

If governments realise that they can no longer

convince us that the financial benefits merit our

investment, they will need to work harder at engag-

ing us as citizens in other ways. Arguably the US

has created a closer emotional and values-based

bond with its citizens than either France or the UK

and you could argue that this is reflected in their sur-

vey results, although it’s worth remembering that

previous research has suggested that Americans are

simply more optimistic anyway. In Britain, as well

as self-reliance, we may see non-political and histor-

ical symbols of our connection with the state, such

as our royal heritage, becoming more relevant in the

coming decade as our dissatisfaction with the “state

contract” and a growing cynicism about traditional

party politics erodes our ties to the state.  

This is not just politics – it filters right down to

you and me. Like any contract, the one we have with

the state is two-way. We can and should expect our

governments to do things that help us to feel good

and stay committed, but at the same time we all

have a critical role to play in the relationship. The

state and our fellow citizens can reasonably expect

us to contribute positively to the relationship and

must be able to count on our resilience during diffi-

cult times. Despite all of the uncertainty, being posi-

tive as nation is an absolute must.

We should expect government
to help us feel good, but we 
all have a responsibility to
engage in some positive
thinking and show some
resilience, says Ben Moss 
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