Two Kinds of People

By Ginger E. Blume, PH.D.


There are only two kinds of people in the world. We all know it.

No, it’s not men and women. They’re both one kind, so to speak. Nor is it thinkers or feelers, or extraverts and introverts.  The two kinds are the folks who are eternal optimists or pessimists.

I can’t recall a day that has gone by in my 25+ years of treating people when I haven’t heard somebody tell me,  “I never expect anything good to happen. That way if it does, I’ll be pleasantly surprised.”  They oftentimes add that they doubt they could emotionally survive one more disappointment added to their lifetime collection.  Rationally, I usually point out that if they already own a heap of disappointments, obviously their strategy doesn’t work.  This piece of reality testing rarely seeps through their ironclad strategy for “avoiding” disappointments and letdowns.  

Then there are the people on the other side of the coin who always expect the best to happen, and get disappointed if it doesn’t.  They usually remark afterwards, “What a surprise.  These things happen so rarely.”   Naturally, the event is soon forgotten.

I’ve tried over the years, using all the psychological techniques provided by my doctoral training, but they seldom seem able to dissuade people who are confirmed members of their sects.  After all these years, I can understand arguments from both sides, but I also know, no one could convince me to change my philosophy.

The pessimists have NO expectations that anything good will happen. If California goes up in smoke, they’re ready for it. “Told you so”, they might say.  If their kids go bad, “I knew he’d turn out like this.”  If a crook gets re-elected for another term, “What did you expect.”  In short, nothing seems to catch them off guard.  On the surface, this does appear to be a reasonable approach.

Those who expect the best are often let down when it doesn’t happen, BUT seem to nearly always reset themselves, after some time dealing with the pain, and return to their native optimism. Let me give you a perfect for instance:

 Dr. Murray Banks used to tell the story of two children, identical twins, one of whom was an optimist and the other, a pessimist. The mother, after consulting a Psychologist, devised a plan to even them up a little. For their birthdays, she gave the pessimist a room full of toys. The optimist got horse manure.

When the children woke up and saw their presents, the pessimist said glumly that “the kids next door has better toys”, and sulked the rest of the day.

The optimist was seen digging furiously through the manure, smiling, exclaiming, “You can’t fool me! Where there’s manure, there’s got to be a pony!"

So you see, these attitudes are fairly hard-wired.  But a psychologist amongst my ranks, Dr. Martin Seligman, past president of the American Psychological Association, couldn’t stand that some folks suffer from eternal pessimism.  He decided to write a book, Learned Optimism, to teach those pessimist how to retool and become successful optimists.  He provides extremely convincing evidence for conversion.  For instance, he quotes research that shows optimists enjoy better overall health, recover faster from surgery, and even live longer.  Of course, the pessimist reads this book and says, “That would never work for me.  Nothing ever does!”

Go figure.
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