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HEALTHY LIVING 

C'mon.Get Happy 
Scientists are making a connection 

between optimism and healthiness. 
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TEXT BY SALLY WADYKA 

PERHAPS POLLYANNA had 

it right all along. Numerous 

studies over the years have 

confirmed a link between an 

upbeat attitude and a healthy 

body. "The research is very 

clear that happiness is connect 

ed to success in all domains 

of life, including health." says 

Caroline Adams Miller, author 

of Creating Your Best Life 

(Sterling; 2009). Researchers 

in the past decade or so have 

found evidence of a link be 

tween sunny perspectives and 

stronger immune systems, 

better health habits, and longer 

life spans. A new study is add 

ing fuel to the optimistic fire. 

PROOF POSITIVE 

Hilary Tindle, an assistant pro 

fessor of medicine at the 

University of Pittsburgh, used 

surveys from the Women's 

Health Initiative to look for a 

link between optimism and 

a reduced risk of death from 

heart disease. (The WHI was 

s long-term federal study that 

followed women 50 to 79 years 

old.) In analyzing data gathered 

over eight years from 97,000 

women, Tindle found that the 

optimists had a 30 percent 

lower risk of death from heart 

disease and a 14 percent lower 

risk of death from any cause 

than did the pessimists. They 

were healthier in other ways, 

too. The pessimists had clus 

ters of health issues, includ 

ing high blood pressure and 

diabetes, and they were more 

likely to smoke. 

WHICH CAME FIRST? 

Scientists don't say that 

pessimism causes illness. 3ut 

the data suggest that some 

thing about being pessimistic 

creates conditions that are 

conducive to health problems, 

says Tindle, whose findings 

were published last year in the 

journal Circulation. 

One key question is whether 

optimism leads to better 

health habits or better health 

habits lead to optimism. 

To determine that, researchers 

would have to follow people 

from childhood to adulthood 

to see if optimistic kids end 

up making healthier choices or 

if those who live healthier 

lives become more optimistic 

because of it. "But what we 

can take away from our study 

is that if you can alter your 
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» LET THE SUNSHINE IN 
Researchers at Yale 

University found 

that people with pos 

itive views of aging 

lived an average 

of seven and a half 
years longer than 

those with negative 
perspectives. 

attitude to become more opti 

mistic or less pessimistic, this 

may be another thing people 

can do, like quitting smoking 

or starting to exercise, to im 

prove their health," Tindle says. 

The surveys measured opti 

mism and pessimism levels by 

asking participants to assess 

six statements, three worded 

positively and three warded 

negatively. For example, "In un 

certain times. I usually expect 

the best." Or, "If something can 

go wrong for me, it will." The 

way the respondents rated each 

allowed the researchers to 

determine their overall hope 

fulness for the future.» 
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