

  Author’s Note


  This book is based on thousands of notes I wrote for my psychology “patients” over the course of my more than forty years in clinical practice. Compiling them into this book has been complicated by the fact that I wrote each idea many times in different words. As a result, I have spent a great deal of time deleting or integrating repetitive paragraphs. As repetition can reinforce understanding and memory of a concept, however, I will own the duplication that remains.


  Few, if any, of the ideas presented herein are original. Focused Positivity is primarily a “mash up” of psychological philosophy and what social science research has discovered about the relationship of our thoughts to our feelings and actions. At the end of each chapter I address the practical issue of “how” by stepping out of the first-person plural to present specific instructions, “steps” likely to enhance peace of mind and motivate constructive action.


  I have provided a bibliography of the sources that have most contributed to the ideas I express but have not provided specific citations. This book is not intended to be a scholarly work. The information presented mainly reflects my accumulated knowledge and opinion, and the book is intended to persuade and guide the reader to healthier behavior patterns, not prove the accuracy of any information.


  It might be asked why anyone would consider a retired psychologist with only modest financial security to be an expert on success. “Success,” however, is what we define it to be, and I have succeeded in accomplishing each of my most important goals. I “absorbed” my mother’s assumption that—like her beloved father, a high school principal—I would become well educated, and I met this goal by earning two master’s and a doctoral degree. My father felt that he made another man rich by conducting that man’s business for fifty years and repeatedly advised me not to work for someone else; I succeeded in heeding that advice by remaining self-employed throughout my career. I wanted a profession that would permit me to help others and my work as a psychologist has led me to feel that many were benefited. I wanted an equal partnership marriage with someone I respect and admire, which I have attained with Sandy. We wanted a loving family with children who would become happy and independent adults, and Ben and Daniel are not only that but also the people whose company we most enjoy. I wanted a group of trusted friends with whom I could relax and “goof off,” another goal I have achieved. My body image was troubled by a deformed foot and childhood obesity, but I have successfully compensated by developing an exercise addiction. Finally, it has been my goal to write a book since I first read Steinbeck and Conan Doyle when I was twelve. Although not the great American novel I imagined I would write, this is the second book I have succeeded in publishing.


  Like most of us, I would have welcomed greater wealth. I suspect, however, that if that had been one of my top priorities I would not have been as successful at accomplishing my more important goals. Although it is natural that great wealth would be considered the pinnacle of success in our capitalist society, each of us chooses our own definition of success—and not having had more money is almost never what we most regret as we approach the end of life.


  Because I am human, I cannot help but experience pride about my successes. I do my best, however, to instead remain humble about my many imperfections, considerate of the misfortunes that have afflicted so many, and grateful for the good fortune that has permitted my successes. I have been fortunate to inherit sufficient potential and to have been born into, and grown up in, an environment that fostered my development and rewarded my efforts. I was most fortunate to become connected to someone as talented and thoughtful as Sandy.


  I was also fortunate to stumble into the focused positivity strategy early in my life, as well as to gradually recognize its nature and value—and to now be able to present it as a systematic strategy that anyone might employ to enhance their success and peace of mind. “Gratitude” is a far more appropriate and beneficial attitude than is pride.




  1


  Introduction


  This book has two primary goals:


  
     	to increase the attainment of goals among those of us who have been impeded by thoughts that undermine our motivation and


  	to enhance peace of mind among those of us who suffer more anxiety or sadness than is justified by healthy concern or normal grieving.



  Most of us could benefit from attaining one of these goals; many by attaining both.


  OUR ONE SUPERPOWER


  Each of us has one true “superpower” to employ in our quest for success and peace of mind: our ability to shift the focus of our attention. At any moment in time we can redirect our attention away from a thought that provokes excessive pessimism, hesitancy, or distress and toward alternatives more likely to inspire optimism and constructive action. Deliberately refocusing our attention in a systematic manner is not only likely to improve our attainment of our goals but also to improve our emotional experience. When we identify reasons to be more hopeful and motivated, we become more likely to take advantage of the opportunities that come our way. A more hopeful view of reality also enhances our peace of mind, an effect that is reinforced and magnified by whatever increase in success we can manage.


  We can accomplish more of our goals—and attain greater contentment—by learning to


  
     	be more mindful of our thoughts,

     	recognize thoughts that are undermining our motivation and hope,

     	generate reasonable alternative ideas that are more likely to reassure or inspire constructive action, and

     	focus as much of our attention as possible on these positive alternatives.

     


  Even in the face of seeming disaster, we can increase our effectiveness and best preserve our peace of mind by redirecting our attention to a less toxic perspective. In addition to increasing our success and peace of mind, this focused positivity strategy can be employed to enhance our self-esteem, assertiveness, relationships, relaxation, health-related habits, and connection to the world around us.


  PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE


  Anxiety or depression can become so severe as to rob us of sufficient energy or emotional control to have a reasonable chance of success. In such cases, a neurology-based condition may be present that can only be managed with medications and/or professional treatment. Self-help efforts are not always a reasonable substitute for medical or psychological care. Almost anyone could benefit from the ideas presented in this book, however, and they would most likely serve as a useful treatment adjunct for those of us who receive professional mental health care.


  THE BENEFITS OF POSITIVITY


  Nearly seventy years ago, Norman Vincent Peale, a Christian minister in Manhattan, wrote The Power of Positive Thinking, which became one of the most popular self-help books of all time. His primary message was simple and compelling: We will all be more successful and happier if we think positively. Psychological research has supported this premise. Positive thinking has been shown to enhance creativity, relationships, and even health.


  Many of the ideas Peale presents, however, are unrealistic, unscientific, dependent on unconventional religious views, and (most importantly) inaccessible. This book presents a more comprehensive and accessible approach to positive thinking—one that is independent of belief system and consistent with what science has discovered about negativity bias, automatic behavior, the impact of self-talk on mood and behavior, habit change, and even the competition that occurs between the two hemispheres of our brains.


  This book is a guide to employing focused positivity to improve our accomplishment of personal goals and enhance that universally prized but elusive goal—peace of mind. By more deliberately focusing our attention, we can increase the positivity


  UNSPOKEN WORDS THAT DISRUPT OUR PEACE OF MIND


  

  OUR NEGATIVITY BIAS


  

  SELF-TALK AND FUNCTIONAL THINKING


  

  FOCUSING OUR ATTENTION


  

  BECOMING MORE MINDFUL OF OUR THOUGHTS


  

  A FIRST SMALL STEP


  

  
     	Begin a Record of Functional Thought, a place to list ideas identified as likely to improve motivation and mood. Employ a record-keeping system that fits your established habits. If you are in the habit of keeping notes on a cell phone or e-tablet, use that device. If you use a computer extensively, creating a dedicated file would probably be best. If you are not accustomed to recording information electronically, use a notebook or journal or collection of file cards.


  	Title the first “page” of your Record “Gratitude List” and record as many reasons as you can find to be grateful. These should include as many fortunate circumstances or experiences (for example, positive aspects of your birth or childhood, any people who have made a positive contribution to your life better, or positive personal attributes—such as strengths or talents) as possible. Each time you recognize an additional circumstance or person or personal attribute that has benefited your life in some way—or even just a positive event of circumstance somewhere in the world—add it to your list.


  	Review your “Gratitude List” at least one each day and whenever you are feeling sad or anxious and would like to improve your mood.


  	Avoid “doomscrolling,” clicking on one outrageous image or tagline after another. When tempted, review your gratitude list instead.


  	When social media content becomes upsetting, consider taking a “break”—or even closing your account altogether—and relying instead on email or phoning to stay in touch with others.
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