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“The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.”

―   John Milton, Paradise Lost

“Almost all painful feelings have their source in an incorrect way of looking at reality. When you uproot erroneous
views, suffering ceases."

—   The Buddha, as written by Thich Nhat Hanh

All of us experience negative thoughts from time to time. How we manage our negative attitudes can make the
difference between confidence versus fear, hope versus despair, mastery versus victimhood, and victory versus defeat.

Multiple studies have revealed how chronic negative attitudes can adversely affect one’s health, happiness and well-
being (1)(2)(3). Below are eight common negative thoughts of unhappy people, excerpted from my book (click on title):
"How to Let Go of Negative Thoughts and Emotions .”

1.    Self-Defeating Talk

Self-defeating talk are messages we send to ourselves which reduce our confidence, diminish our performance, lower
our potential, and ultimately sabotage our success. Common self-defeating talk includes sentence beginnings such as:

“I can’t…”
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“I’m not good enough…”

“I’m not confident …”

“I don’t have what it takes…”

“I’m going to fail…”

Would you like it if a friend tells you repeatedly that “you can’t succeed,” “you’re not good enough,” “you lack
confidence,” “you don’t have what it takes,” or “you’re going to fail?” Would you consider this person a real friend? If
not, why would you want to talk or think this way to yourself? Engaging in habitual self-defeating talk is like having a
false friend who puts you down all day long. You become your worst enemy and detractor.     

        

2.    Negative Assumptions

A prevailing form of negative thinking is to take stock of a situation or an interaction, and presume the negative. For
many people, this “looking at the glass half empty” attitude is habitual and automatic. One might look at a crowded
commute, a rainy day, or paying the bills as automatic negative experiences.

Of course, there’s nothing inherently positive or negative about traffic, weather, or bill paying. As the saying goes, “it is
what it is.” It’s the way you choose to relate to your circumstances that makes the experience positive or negative. This
choice can instantly make you stronger or weaker, happier or gloomier, empowered or victimized. Given the same
situations, one might look at a crowded commute as a chance to listen to relaxing music or practice mindful breathing;
a rainy day as an occasion to curl up at home with hot cocoa and a good book; or bill paying as an opportunity to
practice the “pay yourself first” wealth building strategy. It’s all in how you choose to relate to the moment.        

        

3.    Negative Comparison with Others

One of the easiest and most common ways to feel bad about oneself is to compare yourself unfavorably to others. We
may be tempted to compare ourselves with those who have more accomplishments, seem more attractive, make more
money, or boast more Facebook friends.

When you find yourself wishing to have what someone else has, and feel jealous, inferior or inadequate as the result,
you’re having a negative social comparison moment.

Research indicates that habitual negative social comparisons can cause a person to experience greater stress, anxiety,
depression, and make self-defeating choices (4)(5).         

4.    Negative Rumination about the Past
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We should learn from the past, but not be stuck in it. Sometimes life circumstances and personal setbacks can haunt
and prevent us from seeing our true potential and recognizing new opportunities. What has already happened we
cannot change, but what is yet to happen we can shape and influence. At times the first step is simply to break from
the past and declare that it is you, not your history, who’s in charge. Goethe reminds us: “Nothing is worth more than
this day.” Don’t dwell on the past. Make better choices today and move on.

“Abraham Lincoln lost eight elections, failed twice in business and suffered a nervous breakdown before he became the
president of the United States.” 

— Wall Street Journal

        

5.    Disempowering Beliefs about Difficult People

Most of us encounter difficult people in our lives. In the face of such challenging individuals, it’s tempting to believe that
they are the perpetrators and we are the victims, or that they hold the power with their challenging behavior. Such
attitudes, even if justified, are reactive and thus self-weakening.

The key to changing your disempowering beliefs about difficult people is to shift from being reactive to proactive.
Whether you’re dealing with a narcissist, a passive-aggressive, a manipulator, or an intimidating and controlling
oppressor, there are many skills and strategies you can utilize to stay on top of the situation. For more on this topic,
see my books (click on titles): “How to Communicate Effectively and Handle Difficult People ,” and “How to Successfully
Handle Passive-Aggressive People .”

        

6.    The Desire to Blame

Blame can be defined as holding others responsible for our misfortunes. Some people cast their dysfunctional parents,
negative relationships, socio-economic disadvantages, health challenges, or other life hardships as the reason for their
unhappiness and lack of success.

While it’s certainly true that life presents many difficulties, and undeniable the pain and suffering they often cause, to
blame others as the reason for one’s unhappiness is to cast oneself in the role of the victim.

There are illusory advantages to victimhood, as finger-pointing provides convenient justification for life’s unsatisfactory
conditions, and sheds the work necessary to take complete charge of one’s own life and well-being.

However, habitual blaming over time perpetuates bitterness, resentment, and powerlessness, as the victim suffers from
what H.D. Thoreau calls “quiet desperation.”

Often, those who are the target of your blame have little idea (or could care less) about how you really feel. You only
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hurt yourself by being a prisoner of your own bitterness and resentment. Your feelings may be justified, but they will not
help you become happy, healthy, and successful. Ultimately, isn’t that what you really want?

"When we blame, we give away our power."

—   Greg Anderson

        

7.    The Struggle to Forgive Yourself

All of us make mistakes in life. When you look back at your past deeds, perhaps there were decisions and actions you
regret. There may have been unfortunate errors in judgment. You may have caused harm to yourself and/or others.

As you recall these past events, there may be an accompanying sense of self-blame at the blunders made, damage
done, or opportunities missed. You might think of yourself as a “bad” or “flawed” person and wallow in guilt. During
these moments, it’s extremely important to be compassionate with yourself, knowing that now that you’re more aware,
you have a chance to avoid repeating past mistakes, and to make a positive difference with yourself and others.

“Forgive yourself. Everyone makes mistakes — and mistakes aren't permanent reflections on you as a person. They're
isolated moments in time. Tell yourself, "I made a mistake, but that doesn't make me a bad person."

—   Mayo Clinic

        

8.    The Fear of Failure and Making Mistakes

The fear of failure and making mistakes are often associated with perfectionism (at least in certain areas of your life).
You may think that you’re not good enough in some ways, thereby placing tremendous pressure on yourself to
succeed.

While setting high standards can serve as an effective motivational tool, expecting yourself to be perfect takes the joy
out of life, and can actually limit your greatest potential for success. Multiple studies have shown the correlation
between perfectionism and unhappiness (6)(7). Try as we might, it simply isn’t human to be perfect, and certainly not
all of the time.

“Given the desire to be valued and appreciated, it’s tempting to try to appear to be perfect, but the costs of such
deceptions are high…How can you like yourself when you don’t measure up to the way you ought to be?”   

—  R. Adler and R. Proctor II

To learn how to reduce or eliminate over fifteen types of
negative attitudes and feelings, see my book (click on
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is everything really all that good?
Submitted by Ginzo on February 23, 2015 - 11:59am

I found this article to be nicely 'touchy/feely'. 'You don't need any negative thoughts, everything's ok.' But in the real world everything's not

always ok. And I'm surprised on this evolutionary blog he doesn't consider the reason for some 'negative perspectives' to have evolutionary

advantage. (Bad things sometimes happen, thinking 'gees, this sucks!', can help coping temporarily). I sense a buddhist flavor in his views but

don't think he got all the meal.
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Hi Ginzo,
Submitted by Preston Ni M.S.B.A. on February 24, 2015 - 4:52pm

Hi Ginzo,

You do make a good point. Research does suggest that certain negative thoughts and emotions, to an extent, can motivate behavior

and achievement. At the same time, persistent negative thoughts and emotions, over the course of time, can be detrimental to one’s

physical and emotional wellbeing. The perspective of this article is that one can affect positive change (both within and without) without

undue torment.

Best,

Preston Ni

Well, I do all this. I've
Submitted by nyself on February 28, 2015 - 1:29pm

Well, I do all this. I've tried to feel better, problem is how and why? I can believe I'm a wonderful person, but reality intrudes. If I'm so wonderful

why do I hate myself? This article is all very well and good, but people need evidence, some concrete proof in their lives that thinking good

thoughts will and can make their lives better. I can think I'd be great in a relationship but I need to be in one to determine if it's true or just

another useless fantasy.

What you are looking for are
Submitted by Joelsuf on March 15, 2015 - 3:23am

What you are looking for are what are known as positive reference experiences. But the problem is that you have no idea on how to

get one. Judging by your rant on relationships, I imagine that you are possibly dateless. What you need to do is create a plan that

allows you to be curious about meeting other people, with plans of developing a love life and most important, minimizing your

expectations but just having fun with it. About a decade ago, I was the same way. I went through High School and college totally

dateless and the reason was because I had no plan.
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8 Negative Attitudes of Chronically Unhappy People
Submitted by Cora on February 28, 2015 - 10:07pm

Nobody consciously chooses to be unhappy (after all, under normal circumstances our very instinct makes us gravitate towards pleasure and

away from pain). If people are unhappy, “negative”, prone to depression that’s primarily because something went terribly wrong in their

childhood and with their upbringing. The mental and emotional programming we get during our transformative years are of paramount

importance in our adult lives. If that programming is for the most part negative, it’s crucial that people address it as soon as possible as young

adults (through psychotherapies or self-help books such as yours) because the damage in the neural pathways and overall brain functioning

can still be corrected. That’s not, however, the case with most of mature adults whose brains got so severely conditioned to a certain way of

thinking and reacting over the long period of time that correcting this deeply entrenched conditioning despite their best intentions and efforts is

simply impossible for them. If re-programming our brains were so easy (by, for example, just following all that advice you and others give in

their books), there wouldn’t be so many unhappy people living in a “quiet desperation”.

To Cora - Excellent, Insightful Comment
Submitted by Ex-Scapegoat on March 15, 2015 - 5:12pm

Cora, thank you for your brilliant comment that really summarizes the issue for people like me, the scapegoat daughter of a verbally &

physically abusive, narcissistic mother. Thanks to all the enablers surrounding my evil late mother, it took me decades to wake up to

the truth: being treated only with utter contempt is NOT love. I was constantly told from my toddler years and onward that I would be a

complete failure in any job and that "no man will ever want you." Today, as a single adult who never married, I try hard to overcome

the painful way she relentlessly shredded my self-esteem. I'm doing pretty well at burying her negative voice on the job, but at home

alone her hatred still haunts me. Compassion like yours that was expressed in your comment is much appreciated.

emotional legacy
Submitted by Cora on March 15, 2015 - 10:32pm

Hello,

Glad to hear that my comment resonated with you.

I think that in fighting our demons (which we all have to a higher or lesser degree), it’s very important 1. To do what you have done –
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to demythologize our parents and see them for what they were/are (i.e. weak, more or less damaged (most likely by their parents)

people who sometimes did more damage to us than good and thus don’t deserve our respect. Cutting off the emotional umbilical cord

with them is very important in the healing process (otherwise it can be an obstacle) 2. Not to feel guilty about our shameful parental

legacy that affects our adult lives. As it’s not our fault that we look the way we do, it’s not our fault that we are the way we are. All we

can do in this life (which, I’m sure, some very emotionally bruised people would rather not have) is to try to re-parent ourselves the

best we can. It’s an extremely difficult task and in most cases never-ending but it can be a worthwhile effort even though it will never

recapture once lost innocence and happiness.

So True
Submitted by Ex-Scapegoat on March 16, 2015 - 9:33am

Yes, you are so right and I do that effort daily. I had no witnesses to the worst of the physical & verbal abuse during my toddler and

early years, which my mother made sure was done that way so she could later accuse me of "making it all up." A childhood with no

hugs, cuddles, kisses or love. But after my mother died, I wrote a childhood friend/neighbor about some of my mother's abuse. My

friend, who was the same age, eerily confirmed for me certain incidents where she saw my mother chasing me with garden

implements, but she did not see what happened when we disappeared behind the house. She also told me of other horrid incidents of

my mother's abuse of me that she witnessed from her yard that I had never even remembered. This was my normal and I lived in

denial about it all for decades until after my mother's death several years ago, when the memories came back "with a vengeance." I

have seen a professional therapist about this who was very helpful, and also intend to find another therapist who specializes in work

with adults survivors of child abuse.

There are so many of us out there who deal with such horrible legacies. We just must continue to do the work to heal and always try to

see the glass half-full.

your story
Submitted by Cora on March 16, 2015 - 4:51pm

Wow! All I can say reading your post is that having had such a traumatic childhood you should be proud of yourself that you survived it

in a relatively normal shape. Many people in your situation don’t. They turn into all kinds of psycho- or sociopaths, abusers, rapists,

violent and dangerous individuals. It takes an enormous will and determination but also resources (time and money) to fix the mental

and emotional damage that has been done in our home environment. Knowing that there are millions of people out there who have

similar traumatic experiences definitely helps but it’s not enough. As the damage has been done by other people, it must also take

other people to help us fix that damage but this time those compassionate, wise, non-judgmental, understanding ones, not those crude,

thick-skinned, judgmental or in denial of their own issues whose only advice to those with a traumatic legacy is: “Well, life is a b*tch, so

get over it!”.

It’s great that you have found a psychological help which is crucial in healing childhood wounds. It’s also important to have at least one
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non-judgmental person in your environment you can reach out to for support when those demons speak louder than usual.

Or they actually get rewarded
Submitted by Jen on March 16, 2015 - 11:53am

Or they actually get rewarded in some way for their negativity. Some people get attention or taken care of when they are

negative/needy/depressed/sad.

Rewards
Submitted by Ex-Scapegoat on March 16, 2015 - 2:39pm

Not sure where you're coming from with that reply. Be careful how you apply it. Many child abuse victims like myself wallowed for

decades in denial and crippling low self-esteem, NOT in overt negativity, neediness or depression. We keep the pain numbly inside

until the bubble finally bursts later in life.

I have, however, encountered plenty of manipulative abusers who get amply rewarded for their negativity, neediness or sadness in

order to use and take from others.

negativity
Submitted by Cora on March 16, 2015 - 5:23pm

You’re simplifying things here but even that simplistic view has its explanation in the family dynamics. To many people being negative,

depressed, needy or sad was the direct reaction to what was going on in their dysfunctional families i.e. to violence, abuse, neglect,

fear, unpredictability, manipulation, blackmail, disrespect, lack of care and love etc.). In order to survive in those families people had to

develop certain coping mechanism but as children they didn’t have a choice over that mechanism.
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Re:
Submitted by Preston Ni M.S.B.A. on March 1, 2015 - 8:12am

Some negative thoughts could be due to traumatic experiences (which often require professional help), while others may simply be poor intra-

personal communication habits. Just as we can improve relationships by improving our communication, we can also improve our outlook and

confidence by changing negative thoughts to constructive ones. Research indicates that every thought we have impacts every single cell in our

body. Both positive and negative thoughts affect neuropathways. The good news is that we have a good deal of control over how we choose to

think.

unhappy
Submitted by gnor on March 1, 2015 - 8:11pm

Someday I will find my way out of chronic unhappiness.

Re:
Submitted by Preston Ni M.S.B.A. on March 1, 2015 - 8:27pm

"I cried because I had no shoes until I met a man who had no feet...Appreciate what you have."

Re: (with active links)
Submitted by Preston Ni M.S.B.A. on March 1, 2015 - 8:33pm

Hi nyself,

You do make an excellent point. Being positive without any concrete action is wishful thinking. On the other hand, being negative with

concerted action can be self-defeating. Both healthy attitude (grounded in reality) and effective action are needed to maximize the possibility of

good results.

At the risk of making a suggestion you probably already know, I also want to point out that you don't have to walk the journey alone. Having a

strong and healthy support group, whether they be family, good friends, or counselors, can empower you along the way.

Based on your comments above, here are two articles which you might find helpful:
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Eight Keys to Life Hardiness and Resiliency

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/communication-success/201202/eight-keys-life-hardines...

7 Keys to Long-Term Relationship Success

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/communication-success/201210/7-keys-long-term-relatio...

All the best,

Preston

Preston Ni, M.S.B.A.

Professor of Communication Studies

e-mail: commsuccess@nipreston.com  (link sends e-mail)

network: www.linkedin.com/in/commsuccess  (link is external)

web: www.nipreston.com  (link is external)

"The art of communication is the language of leadership." — J. Humes

" Having a strong and healthy
Submitted by Too Late for Me on March 18, 2015 - 12:14pm

" Having a strong and healthy support group, whether they be family, good friends, or counselors, can empower you along the way."

Unfortunately, one of the major side effects of learned low self-esteem, of having your basic needs denied or ignored, and only

knowing conditional approval instead of unconditional love as a child, is a shame so deep that your major coping strategy is isolating

yourself to prevent anyone from seeing how broken you really are. It took me too long to understand what was wrong with me. The

internet didn't exist for most of my life. If it wasn't for all the information available online, I would still be in the dark. By the time I was

35 I had completely accepted that a relationship wasn't going to happen for me. I just didn't have enough to offer. It's pretty telling now

that I recall people in the past telling me they thought I was abused as a kid by them observing my response to situations. I always

laughed off the idea as ridiculous. I mean, didn't everyone get lifted off the floor by one arm and paddled with a cricket bat as

punishment? No wonder I was so afraid of her.

They forgot one
Submitted by Joelsuf on March 15, 2015 - 3:33am

Reply to Preston Ni M.S.B.A. Quote Preston Ni M.S.B.A.

Reply to Too Late for Me Quote Too Late for Me

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/communication-success/201202/eight-keys-life-hardiness-and-resiliency
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/communication-success/201210/7-keys-long-term-relationship-success
mailto:commsuccess@nipreston.com
http://www.linkedin.com/in/commsuccess
http://www.nipreston.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/755558#comment-755558
https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/754944#comment-754944
https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/reply/159347/752495
https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/reply/159347/752495?quote=1#comment-form
https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/reply/159347/755558
https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/reply/159347/755558?quote=1#comment-form


8 Negative Attitudes of Chronically Unhappy People | Psychology Today

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/communication-success/201502/8-negative-attitudes-chronically-unhappy-people[9/19/2015 12:54:55 PM]

#9: You say this phrase: "I wish I was someone else"

If you know someone who has said this, consider getting help for them. I mean it. There's being a negative nancy and then there's having

suicidal ideation, and this ONE phrase crosses that line. No one in their right mind should ever have this thought ever. Whoever says it is

pretty much saying this: I don't want to live anymore, I just hope to be reincarnated into someone better.

#9.5: If they follow up "I wish I was someone else" with "There has to be some kind of conspiracy against me" then definitively get help for said

person. Source: The Elliott Rodger shootings of Memorial Day last year. In his "manifesto" he utters both phrases quite a bit.

These are both things I said ad nauseum when I was in High School. And I wondered why no one really wanted to be around me. Although at

the time I thought I was some cool renegade rebel, the years after High School did not go well because I was foregoing key developments and

instead making sure that everyone I came across felt just as bad as me, and I got off on that.

confidence
Submitted by Jaisim Krishna Rao on March 16, 2015 - 6:47am

Positive thinking seems to be running away. Every media covers fear shortage and rampage.

It must become a source and sense of Joy of achievement and the courage and guts to live the edge

there is water every where. just learn to drink it right.

Unrealistic
Submitted by Marty Nemko Ph.D. on September 17, 2015 - 10:30am

Most people are unhappy not because it's raining but because in their lives, it never stops raining: They are unintelligent and therefore

unsuccessful, ugly and thus rejected, sick and thus dispirited. Pop-psych exhortations to see the glass as half-full are, net, hurtful to the very

people the author claims to wish to help.

It is what it is and that's how it should be!
Submitted by Mariam Ayoub on September 19, 2015 - 9:36am

This respected Brazilian poet wrote this fictional dialogue between these two also respected poets:
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FP: "The rain makes me sad"

AC: "The rain makes me wet"

(José Paulo Paes)

The tendency to pick and "attach" to one of the two opposite extremes of a situation is what puts us in trouble in life.

But we got to walk these 2 extreme opposite walks before we can come to realize that there is an ideal middle balance.

Digging into deeper layers of knowledge within a subject we primarily thought we dominated would eventually take us there!

I've come a long way between being an unhappy pessimistic to being a “high happy" (wishful thinking) optimistic person. The first would never

end and the second would never last.

It did get worst before it got better when I made me decision to get better and started to “swallow” every single "positive thinking" book and

DVD I could get a hold of.

“Authority” of the authors made me accept their statement unquestionably - as the ultimate truth - beyond any reasonable doubt.

Assuming that doctors, therapists, poets, authors and motivational speakers of any kind hold the ultimate truth and disregarding the fact that

they also are imperfect humans seeking for the very same things that everyone else is - was also a negative attitude.

I Love the way you go through VALIDATING the two opposite realities of the same situation to get to the perfectly realistic factual ideal

balance.

We can and should be Happy based on reality, not on pessimistic or optimistic way of viewing life.

Negative thoughts and feelings lead to negative attitudes and they all can become a HABIT.

Let's all seek for Real(istic) Happiness!

Well-written article,

Mariam
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Preston Ni is a professor, presenter, private coach, and author of Communication Success with Four
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