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Why does the defensive pessimist succeed?

Miki Toyama (Iustitute of Psychology, Graduate School of Comprehensive Human Sciences,
University of Tsukuba 3058572, Japan)

The purpose of this study is to examine the roles or cognitive strategies of defensive pessimists,
where positive past experiences are recognized but expectations for future outcomes are low, and
strategic optimists, where an individual generally acknowledges positive past experiences and expects
positive outcomes in the future. Eighty-five undergraduates participated in the study. The participants
were randomly assigned to three conditions: a relaxation condition (relaxation imagery), a coping
imagery condition (imagine coping with mistakes), and a negative imagery condition (imagine correcting
for mistakes). Defensive pessimists preformed better in the coping imagery condition, which rehearses
how to deal with expected mistakes, compared to the other conditions, which are hypothesized as
interfering with performance. Within the negative imagery condition, the performance of defensive
pessimists was only as low as the relaxation condition when imagining mistakes. Moreover, the
opposite was observed for strategic optimists, for whom prior relaxation imagery had positive effects
on performance.
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