Chang, R., Chang, E. C., Sanna, L. J., & Hatcher, R. L. (2008).
Optimism and pessimism as personality variables linked to adjustment. .
In G.J. Boyle, G. Matthews, & D. H. Saklofske (Eds.), Handbook of
personality theory and testing (Vol. 1, pp. 470-485). London: Sage

Publications.

Optimism and Pessimism as
Personality Variables Linked to

Adjustment

Rita Chang, Edward C. Chang, Lawrence J. Sanna and

It is a frigid winter day and the ground is
covered with eight inches of snow. You are
searching for a parking spot in a crowded lot
when a car nearby pulls out. The spot is
relatively close to the entrance of the store
but would still require a short walk. Do you
take it and brave the walk or try to find
a closer spot, risking losing the current
opening? It depends on who you ask.

HISTORICAL CONCEPTIONS AND
CURRENT MODELS OF OPTIMISM
AND PESSIMISM

Philosophers and scholars have long been
interested in the different ways that optimistic
and pessimistic people expericnce the world
(Sicinski, 1972; Tiger, 1979). According to
philosophers like Heidegger (1927/1962), it
is the power of possibility that represents an
important determination of who and what
we are, and how we exist in the world.
And among the range of possibilities that
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influence our existence, two stand out, namely
expectations that good things will happen
{bonum fiturum) and expectations that bad

things will happen (malum futurum), or in

more lay terms, optimism and pessimism.

While the ultimate question of the meaning
of existence has continued o remain a -

central point of inquiry for philosophers and

theologians alike, psychologists have been

actively examining the power of optimism
and pessimism in our lives.

Psychologists have also known for years
that optimism and pessimism exert a great "
deal of influence on decision-making, risk-

taking, and physical and mental health (see

Chang, 2001, for a review), but that is where -

the consensus ends. Existing research on

optimism and pessimism is fraught with

disagreements about the definitions of
oplimism-pessimism as well as the relation of
optimism to pessimism (Peterson and Chang,

2003). The most accepted description of the

constructs at the present is arguably Scheier

and Carver’s (1985) view of optimism and .
pessirnism as generalized positive and negative

outcome expectancies. Other investigators

" (Dember et al., 1989) have defined those con-
" gtructs more broadly as a positive and negative

outlock on life. Whereas Scheier and Carver
conceptualize optimism—pessimism as relat-
ing to future expectations only, Dember et al.
include present perceptions as well as future
expectations in their model. To make matters
more complicated, researchers have written
about optimistic and pessimistic explanatory
styles (Peterson and Seligman, 1987), opti-
mistic biases or iflusions {Taylor and Brown,
1988), unrealistic optimism (Weinstein and
Klein, 1996), unrealistic pessimism
(Dolinksi et al., 1987), and defensive pes-
simism (Norem and Cantor, 1986), just to
name a few. All those models may tap into
interrelated but distinct cognitive processes.

MEASURES RELATED TO OPTIMISM
AND PESSIMISM

There are as many different measures of
optimism—pessimism as there are definitions,
and the variety has raised questions about the
dimensional structure of optimism and
pessimism. It is unclear whether optimism
and pessimism are unidimensional, such that
high scores on the former preclude high
scores on the latter (and vice versa), or
whether they represent partially independent
dimensions. Scheier and Carver’s (1985} life
orientation test (LOT) was designed to meas-
ure generalized ovtcome expectancies and
consists of eight five-point Likert-type items
{plus four filler items), four positively
worded and four negatively worded. The test
provides a single summary score, with high
scores indicating more pessimism. The
single score assumes that optimism and pes-
simism are unidimensional, though Chang
et al. (1994) have argued that the original
factor analysis of the LOT produced equivo-
cal results. Chang et al. addressed that issue
by running exploratory and confirmatory
factor analyses on the LOT and found that
a two-factor model was more appropriate
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than a one-factor model. The cormrelation
between the factors was —0.54. Chang et al.
{1997) replicated their previous findings and
also found that the separate use of the opti-
mism and pessimism subscales lead to better
prediction of variables like life satisfaction
and depressive symptoms. Other researchers
have obtained similar results (Kubzansky et al.,
2004; Marshall et al., 1992; Robinson-
Whelen et al., 1997), though Roysamb and
Strype (2002) have argued that the bidimen-
sionality of the LOT found in several studies
might be partly due to a method artifact.
Scheier et al. (1994) later revised the LOT to
create the LOT-R by removing a few items
that didn’t directly relate to the expectation
of positive ontcomes and replacing one of the
removed items while maintaining the unidi-
mensional structure of the test. Interestingly,
a recent large-scale study involving over
46,000 adults showed that the LOT-R may
actually be better viewed as a measure
tapping for bidimensional optimism and
pessimism (Herzberg et al., 2006). A bidi-
mensional view of these constructs has also
been important in distinguishing optimism
from neuroticism (Smith et al, 1989).
Indeed, Chang (1998b; 2002b; Chang and
D' Zarifla, 1996) has shown that when opti-
mism and pessimism are examined sepa-
rately, it is largely pessimism, not lack of
optimism, that is most strongly associated
with measures of neuroticism and negative
affective conditions.

Aaron Beck developed the hopelessness
scale (HS) (Beck et al., 1974) to reflect the
negative expectancies that individoals may
have about themselves and their future lives.
A measure of pessimism, the HS consists of
20 true-false items, 11 of which are worded
negatively (negative expectancies) and nine
of which are worded positively (positive
expectancies). Higher scores indicate greater
pessimism or ‘hopelessness’. Beck et al
(1974) performed a principal components
analysis on the HS and extracted three fac-
tors labeled ‘feelings about the future’, ‘loss
of motivation’, and ‘future expectations’.
Since the development of the HS, several




