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was prepared to give it a try.

Having scored very low on the
book’s gratitude and life satisfac-
tion test, I began with Seligman’s
gratitude exercise. The idea was
to set aside five minutes a night in
which to think back over the pre-
vious day and write down five
things I am grateful for.

Immediately, I had a problem.
It didn’t specify whether I could
repeat the same things or if they
had tobe newand different. Com-
mon examples the book offered
were ‘the generosity of friends’ or
‘good health’, but that seemed
cumulative and not specific
enough to the day’s events. Al
ready, I was confused and frus-
trated.

ButI persevered. Every night I
found five things I was grateful
for. But I discovered that contem-
plating what I was thankful for
instantly focused my attention
on what was missing. For in-
stance, on Tuesday, I wrote loyal
friends’. But it made me think
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riel is not alone in struggling to make
A herself think positively. Sitting down with

a pen and paper every night does feel
contrived, and many people don’t like doing it.
But you are trying to override perhaps years of
negative thinking by creating new, positive, neural
pathways. This takes time, but eventually it
becomes more natural, and it is worth
persevering.

The other problem is that trying to reframe
negative thoughts is an inherently judgmental
exercise, where positive equals good, negative
equals bad. Plus, if you try to reframe a negative
thought as a positive, and can’t do it, you feel a
double failure - it’s something else to feel bad
about if you can’t achieve it.

What | find much more helpful are the so-called
second-wave cognitive therapies such as
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT).
Rather than trying to beat your negative thoughts
into submission, you observe them without
judgement, and let them pass. An attitude of
compassionate curiosity such as ‘Oh, | wonder
why that thought’s popped up again?’ really
helps. Ariel comes round to this herself, when she
finds that her own strengths may be ‘to doubt and
ask questions’, rather than those recommended in
the book. Rather than trying to change herself,
she accepts this and recognises the value in her
strengths. Many find this approach life-changing.

sistenceandkindness,seemed
overly simplified. Persistence
in certain contexts can be an-
noying. And defining kind-
nessis tricky. Isitkind to help
someone who is in trouble —
or is it enabling them not to
help themselves? And what if
my signature strengths were
to doubt and ask questions?
My friend Lucy had an op-
posite experience. She found
Seligman’s underlying mes-
sage — that you can’t change
your genetics but you can be
in control of your outlook and
activities — to be ‘transforma-
tive’. ‘I like that there is a for-
mula,’ she said, ‘because it
helps me to feel that I am the
one in control.” She found it
uplifting, and Seligman’s
tools — such as the optimism
test, the signature strengths
test and the gratitude survey
—useful. So, if it doesn’t take,
does that mean the person
reading the book is deter

about friends who had not been loyal and why.
Then I felt anger, resentment and sadness. On
Wednesday, I wrote ‘being in good health’. But
then I worried — what if I wasn’t in good health? In
my native US, health insurance is expensive. Pre-
miums are going up. What if something happened
and I couldn’t afford treatment? Then what?

The more I tried to will myself to be thankful
and gratetul, the more anxious I became. Sitting in
bed with a pad and pen every night, trying to sum-
monup gratitude made me feel uncomfortable and
inept. At the end of the week I repeated the Gen-
eral Happiness ScaleMy scores were lower! I
moved on.

Seligman’s book encourages us to dwell on our
‘signature strengths’, rather than our weaknesses.
However, some of the listed strengths, such as per-
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Resources
Authentic
Happiness by
Martin Seligman
(Nicholas Brealey
Publishing)
Feeling Good: The
New Mood
Therapy by David
Burns (Avon
Books)

The Happiness
Trap: Stop
Struggling, Start
Living by Russ
Harris (Robinson
Publishing)

mined to stay negative?

Seligman’s book is indeed an enjoyable, and in
formative, read. What I learned about being posi-
tive was surprising. There are times when a situa-
tion’s outcome is out of my control. I have the
choice — to worry about it or to remind myselfI can
handle the outcome, whatever it is, and let the rest
go.
I'was left with an understanding that bad habits
have been learned and can be adjusted but lasting
contentment isn’t a Quick fix. It is a process, and
figuring out what makes me happy and what my
strengths are is an ongoing journey.

Reflecting on the nature of what makes me un-
happy or happy is something, as a writer, I do all
the time. It is a valuable tool for my work and the
downward spiral is often a necessary ingredient.



