
Book Reviews

Learned Optimism. Martin E. P. Seligman. New York: Knopf, 1991.

Learned Optimism is a personal account of a psychologist's quest to understand why,
when faced with opposition and disappointment, some people give up and become helpless
while- others press on undaunted. At the age of thirteen, Martin Seligman watched as his
father, a well-educated and successful 49 year old, was carried out of their home on a
stretcher. Multiple stokes resulted in permanent paralysis. The paralysis and accompanying
emotional turmoil left him helpless and suffering until he died years later.

Part One of the book describes studies Seligman and his colleagues conducted in an
effort to understand helplessness. The initial research focused on creating an animal model
of helplessness. The elegantly designed simple studies suggested that animals indeed could
become helpless. These results flew in the face of behaviorism, the dominant theoretical
orientation of the day. Eventually, evidence from multiple studies supported the hypothesis
that human behaviour is shaped by internal thoughts, not by the punishment and rewards
inherent in the external environment. Specifically, the way individuals explain success and
failure determines whether or not one will persist in difficult tasks. An optimistic explanatory
style serves as a buffer against adversity, depression, and helplessness. In addition to re-
porting the initial studies, Part One of the book includes an explanatory style questionnaire,
scoring instructions and a description of the theory. This provides the reader the opportunity
to evaluate his or her pattern of explaining success and failure.

Part Two of Learned Optimism describes examining the effects of explanatory style on
success in a variety of settings including work, sports, and school. In tasks involving extreme
difficulty and stress, such as attending a military academy, explanatory style was found to
be a better predictor of success than the traditional indicators of GPA, admissions tests, and
athletic prowess. Seligman suggests that an optimistic explanatory style produces a number
of benefits. People with optimistic explanatory styles tend to be persistent and consequently
more successful in school, at work, in sports, and in other challenging life tasks. Optimists
are less likely to stay depressed after major setbacks. They are more likely to engage in
new (leisure) activities. They tend to feel the world is working with them rather than against
them. People with an optimistic explanatory style are prone to be happy and find greater
meaning and satisfaction in daily activities. That is not to say a pessimistic explanatory
style is without its own benefits. Seligman is careful to point out the benefits and in some
cases the dire need for a pessimistic explanatory style.

Part Two addresses the relationship between explanatory style and health. The research
described is among the first to establish a link between the mind and body. One study
involving rats suggests that helplessness, a psychological state, reduces the body's ability
to fight cancer, a physical condition. Later studies demonstrate that a positive explanatory
style or a greater sense of personal control boosts the body's immune system. In essence,
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people who think they influence success in their lives, people who think they have a measure
of control in their world, are prone to be sick less and recover more quickly from illnesses.
Part Three outlines steps that can be taken to change a pessimistic explanatory style to an
optimistic one. One chapter focuses on how to help children develop an optimistic explana-
tory style. In the closing pages of the book Seligman argues that the rise in individualism
and the loss of commitment to a communal or common good has directly contributed to
the "epidemic of depression." He suggests that we each can focus on developing the
maximal self, choosing a balance between individual needs and the common good. He
suggests some unique strategies that can be employed to attain the maximal self.

Learned Optimism is an important contribution to the therapeutic recreation literature.
Although not written specifically for therapeutic recreation, the research and resulting theory
has clear implication. Explanatory style is a variation of attribution theory, the theoretical
basis of the Leisure Diagnostic Battery. An individual with a pessimistic explanatory style
will have a low sense of personal control and consequently is likely to have low perceived
freedom in leisure. But, as Seligman points out, explanatory style can be changed. Recreation
is an excellent modality to facilitate this change because activities can be designed to provide
challenge while at the same time provide a high probability of success. The steps Seligman
outlines to change explanatory style can be directly employed to increase perceived freedom
in leisure by therapeutic recreation specialists. More specifically, these steps can be utilized
in a recreation modality to treat depression. Clients with challenges varying from debilitating
injuries to addictions can benefit from therapeutic recreation interventions based on explana-
tory theory.

Certain chapters of the book have greater relevance for therapeutic recreation than others.
For example, the section on politics may be interesting to some readers but is probably
not as meaningful to therapeutic recreation specialists as the section on health. The most
disappointing aspect of the book has nothing to do with the content but rather the format.
Because the book was written for the general public, APA format was not used, making it
somewhat more difficult to identify the sources of numerous studies cited in the book. This
means the interested therapeutic recreation specialist may need to spend a little time in the
reference area of the library before finding the original sources.

Because the book was written for the general public, the research and resulting theory
is described in a clear, simple, and interesting manner. The technical and statistical language
that is typically found in literature reporting research is notably absent. The information in
the book can serve as a foundation for greater understanding of cognitive theory and more
effective therapeutic recreation practice. Both students studying therapeutic recreation and
practitioners can benefit from reading Learned Optimism.
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Therapeutic Recreation in the Nursing Home. Linda Buettner and Shelley Martin. State
College, PA: Venture, 1995.

Therapeutic Recreation in the Nursing Home is designed as a handbook with 132 pages
of text and another 68 pages of appendices containing support documents (e.g., assessment
and evaluation instruments, protocols, etc.) and references. The purpose of the work is
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