
Personality, Positive 

Psychology and Health

What is Personality?

• “the integration of an individual’s 

enduring or lifelong attributes into a 

unique organization, which 

determines how that person adapts 

to a continually changing 

environment”

• Wedding, 1995

What is Personality?

• An orientation to life that is consistent 

• Partly genetic: some think it’s primarily genetic

• Partly a product of life experience

• Personality changes a lot until the 20s

• college to middle age: less excitable & emotional, more altruistic and 

organized

Developmental aspects of 

personality

• Personality can change over time 

with differing life experiences and 

intentional effort - but not much

• Stress tends to cause regression to 

more immature manifestations of a 

given personality style

• Emotional regulation becomes more 

effortful with stress

Ancient Personality Theory: Four Humours

Four Humour Theory of Hippocrates & Galen

(200 A.D.)

Humour Temperament Personality Type

Blood Cheerful Sanguine

Black Bile Somber Melancholic

Yellow Bile Enthusiastic Choleric

Phlegm Calm Phlegmatic



Hans Eysenck’s Theory (1950)

• Starts with the four humours but 

focuses on emotional stability

• Based on scalable dimensions 

(spectra) of human personality

• Widely used to test personality and 

predict outcomes in health, work, 

academic and other life pursuits

Eysenk’s Five Factor 

Model

• Neuroticism

• Extraversion

• Openness to experience

• Agreeableness

• Conscientiousness

Neuroticism

• Prone to fear, shame and guilt

• poor self image

• Often feel overwhelmed and 

helpless

• No clear links with physical 

disease but highly correlated with 

stress and vulnerability to 

depression

Personality and Coping: Effects of Neuroticism

Bolger, 1990. Coping as a personality process: A prospective study.

Extraversion

• Warm, friendly, enjoys 

conversation

• Assertive, natural leader

• Cheerful optimism, need for 

excitement

• Introverts: prefer to avoid crowds 

& tend to be serious in mood



Personality and Brain Responses to Stimuli

Canli, Sivers, Whitfield, Gotlib & Gabrieli (2002)

Openness to Experience

• Prefers novelty, variety, and ambiguity

• Imaginative and creative, responsive 

to beauty in art and nature

• Innovative, with high intellectual 

curiosity

• Closed: conventional, conservative, 

down-to-earth; dualistic thinkers

Agreeableness

• Trusting, straightforward, and 

candid

• Sympathetic to others

• Prototypical “nice person”

• Antagonistic: opposite of 

agreeableness

Antagonistic

• Self-Centered, suspicious, devious

• Arrogant and quarrelsome - rude 

and condescending

• Increases risk of hypertension and 

heart disease

• Hostility is the “active ingredient” 

of the Type A personality

Conscientiousness

• self-restraint and the active pursuit of 

goals

• Hardworking, persistent, highly 

motivated

• Can be driven to perfectionism and 

neglect their personal life for the sake 

of work

• Tend to live longer due to better health 

habits

Personality and HIV-AIDS

• Unstable extroverts most prone to behaviors 

that put them at risk of infection

• Impulsive and unpredictable

• highly pleasure seeking

• MOre vulnerable to drug and alcohol 

abuse



Personality and Migraine Headaches

• More likely a consequence than a 

cause of the problem

• Highly neurotic, conscientious, 

perfectionistic, ambitious, rigid, 

tense, resentful

Positive Psychology

• ...to begin to catalyze a change 

in the focus of psychology from 

preoccupation only with 

repairing the worst things in life 

to also building positive 

qualities.”

• Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000

Positive Psychology

• “Positive psychology is the 

scientific study of positive 

experiences and positive 

individual traits, and the 

institutions that facilitate their 

development.”

• Duckworth, Steen & 

Seligman (2005) p. 630.

Positive Psychology is about valued subjective 

experiences:

• In the past

• Well-Being, Contentment and Satisfaction

• In the Present

• Flow and Happiness

• In the Future

• Hope and Optimism

Positive Psychology is about individual characteristics:

• Love

• Vocation

• Courage

• Interpersonal Skill

• Aesthetic Sensibility

• Perseverance

• Forgiveness

• Originality

• Future Mindedness

• Spirituality

• High Talent

• Wisdom



Positive Psychology 

and Physical Health

• Some psychological beliefs 

function as resources that are 

protective of mental and 

physical health

• Meaning

• Control

• Optimism

• Many of these beliefs are 

illusory - but they help anyway...

Positive Psychology Interventions

• Positive emotion evoked in a laboratory setting caused negative emotion to 

dissipate more rapidly and undo the cardiovascular aftereffects of negative 

emotion (Tugade & Frederickson, 2004)

• Positive emotion increases the likelihood of finding meaning in adverse events, 

leading to further elevation of mood (Frederickson & Joiner, 2002)

• Positive emotions serve as a buffer between stressors and negative 

physiological responses (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000)

Positive Psychology Interventions

• Happiness building intervention with college students led to lower levels of 

depression and anxiety at the end of the term (Fordyce, 1983)

• Writing interventions focusing on positive experiences were associated with 

fewer doctor office visits (Burton & King, 2004)

• People diagnosed with moderate depression participated in a research study 

of the effects of bibliotherapy for 15 weeks - all participants showed no 

evidence of depression at the end of the study. (Grant et al., 1995)

Optimism

• Optimists expect good things to 

happen to them

• “Optimism is not accepted on 

blind faith; it is not happiness or 

even contentment; it is not 

freedom from setbacks and 

disappointments.”

• “An optimistic person...is one who 

has arrived at a reasoned 

conclusion that eventually good 

will outweigh bad.”

• Peterson & Seligman

Dispositional Optimism

• Continued striving vs. giving up 

and turning away: this is 

determined in part by the ability 

to see desired goals as 

attainable

• Dispositional coping is the 

general expectation that good, 

as opposed to bad, outcomes 

will generally occur when 

confronting problems across 

important life domains.”  

Dispositional Optimism: 

Positive Associations

• Experience of fewer physical 

symptoms

• Behavioral outcomes

• Psychological well-being



Dispositional Optimism predicts outcomes from 

coronary artery surgery (Scheier et al., 1989) Optimism and Cardiovascular Mortality

• Giltay et al. (200) followed 999 Dutch seniors for a decade:

• High optimism produced a low hazard ratio of 0.23 for CVD 

death (upper versus lower quartile of optimism, 95% confidence 

interval, 0.10–0.55) when controlling for age, sex, chronic 

disease, education, smoking, alcohol, history of CVD, body 

mass, and cholesterol level.

• Buchanan (1995) found that among 96 men who had had their first 

heart attack, 15 of the 16 most pessimistic men died of CVD over 

the next decade, while only 5 of the 16 most optimistic died, 

controlling for major risk factors.

How does dispositional 

optimism work?

• Coping strategies tend to be 

more problem-focused

• People scoring high on 

dispositional optimism are less 

likely to use denial as a defense 

mechanism

• Scheier et al., 1989

How can positive 

illusions improve health?

• Supporting positive affective 

states - good moods

• Promoting better health 

behaviors

• Enhancing social relationships, 

probably through support of 

positive affective states

• Enhanced ability to cope with 

additional stressors

Expectation and Physical Outcomes: Pain

• College student volunteers 

experiencing heat-related pain

• Told to expect 48 or 50 degrees C

• Experienced intensity more closely 

related to expectation than to actual 

heat

• Koyama et al., 2005

Expectation and Pain overlap in brain activation



Brain activation by pain varies with expectation

Realistic expectations 

and AIDS mortality

• “...cognitive beliefs reflecting 

the realistic acceptance of the 

likelihood of death are 

associated with a faster course 

of disease, and unrealistically 

optimistic beliefs are associated 

prospectively with somewhat 

greater longevity.”

• Taylor et al., 2000

2 ways to apply 

expectancy theories

• Measure expectations for future 

events

• Positive: Optimism

• Negative: Pessimism

• Project explanations of past events 

onto expectancies for the future

• Attributional theory

Attribution Theory

• Roots in Learned Helplessness Model

• Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978

• LH arises when outcomes seem to lose their contingency on behaviors

• “It doesn’t matter what I do, I’ll always fail...”

• Life’s outcomes are uncontrollable

• Roots in animal research

• Highly correlated with depression

Attribution Theory

• Differentiate between 

attributions for good events vs. 

bad events

• Different combinations of 

attributions are healthier than 

others, depending on whether 

you’re explaining a good or bad 

event

Domains of attributions

•Internal vs. External

• “This happened because I’m stupid” vs. “My boss doesn’t understand 
what my strengths are”

•Stable vs. Transitory

• “It’s never going to change” vs. “I’m having a bad day”

•Global vs. Specific

• “it’s going to ruin everything I do” vs. “I have a problem with this 
particular issue”



Internal-External Attributions

• If you frequently blame yourself for the bad things that happen to you, this can 

lead to problems with self-esteem

• Vital distinction: Blaming one’s character vs. blaming one’s behavior

• Blaming one’s character is associated with pessimism

• It’s important to differentiate between self-blame and taking responsibility

• It’s more important to have a realistic, balanced assessment than to never 

attribute failure to yourself...

Stable-Unstable Attributions

• “If explanations for past failures 

focus on factors that are stable, the 

person’s expectancy for the future in 

the same domain will be for 

negative outcomes because the 

cause is seen as relatively 

permanent...”

• If attributions for past failures focus 

on causes that are unstable, then 

the outlook for the future may be 

brighter...”

Global Attributions

• If you attribute bad things to 

pervasive causes (“everything 

I do is wrong”) you are more 

likely to feel widespread 

helplessness

• If you attribute bad things to 

situation-specific factors, 

you’re more flexible and open 

to things happening differently 

in the future. 

Pessimistic attributions for traumatic and other 

negative life events

•Internal (causation attributed to self)

•Stable (persistent across time)

•Global (extending to many situations)

Examples of Causal Explanations for a Bad Event

Pessimistic cognitions lead to negative affect 

& counterproductive behaviors



Psychological consequences of pessimism

•Low self-esteem

•Helplessness

•Hopelessness

•Depression

Pathway from Pessimism to Loneliness

Attributional Style and Depression Attributions and Traumatic Stress

Health consequences 

of pessimism

• Increased incidence of illness and 

premature mortality

• Peterson, Seligman, & Valliant, 

1988

• Changes in T-Cell function in elderly

• Segerstrom et al., 1996

Health consequences of 

pessimism

• Rate of decline in CD4 Cell Counts 

in HIV+ men predicted by degree 

of internality for negative events

• Segerstrom et al., 1996

• Incidence of ASD and PTSD 

following severe injury predicted 

by degree of self blame and 

controllability for injury event

• Michaels et al., 2000



Optimistic attributions 

for negative events

• External, or at least 

balanced and realistic

• Unstable (transitory)

• Situation-specific

• “Changing the destructive things you 

say to yourself when you experience the 

setbacks that life deals us is the central 

skill of optimism.”

• Seligman, 1991, p. 15

Optimistic cognitions lead to adaptive affect

Optimistic attributional styles

• Adaptive and associated with better health

• Greater trait happiness

• Less depression

• More positive mood states

• Better problem solving

• Better immune functioning

• Lower mortality and morbidity longitudinally

Assessing Attributional Style

• ASQ: Attributional Style Questionnaire

• Assesses optimism vs. pessimism based on causal attributions for past 

events

• CAVE technique

• Analyzes natural speech for explanations

• Life Orientation Test

• Assesses optimism vs. pessimism based on expectations for the future

Can pessimists become optimists?

• Some genetic influences via neuroticism and extraversion

• Some influence of early childhood experience

• However - CBT seems to have some influence

• Challenging core beliefs and automatic thoughts

• Changing expectancies & building self-efficacy

• Another example: personal efficacy training i.e. assertiveness training




