the importance of attitude

attitudes are the foundation:  All of us are going to hit difficulties in our lives.  Some difficulties will seem relatively easy to deal with, other difficulties will seem overwhelming.  Whatever methods we use to try to cope with our problems, our underlying attitudes are likely to be of crucial importance.  Attitudes are at the heart of effective stress management.  There is so much good research work demonstrating this.  In this handout I am going to talk about the work of Suzanne Kobasa as I think it highlights many of the most important points in this field.

Suzanne Kobasa and "hardiness":   Suzanne Kobasa and her co-workers became particularly interested in "hardy" attitudes - attitudes that helped people to handle stress better.  They published a series of research studies.  One example was a prospective study of 259 business men (Kobasa et al, 1982) going through a two year period of considerable job stress.  They showed that for the 50% undergoing  the most stress, "hardy" attitudes were associated with a reduction of illness by a factor of about 2.3.  In a further study (Ouellette Kobasa et al, 1985) they compared the protective effects of attitude with two well known sources of stress resistance - physical exercise and social support.  Protection against the damaging effects of stress was strongest for those who scored highly on all three resistance resources.  Next came those who scored well on two, next those with only one and finally those who scored badly on all three clearly tended to become ill most easily.  The study showed that "If you could have only one resistance resource, hardiness would be the best."  
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what is "hardiness"?  Hardiness consists of three overlapping attitudes.  They  are control (vs powerlessness), challenge (vs threat) and commitment (vs alienation).  It is measured using a set of five scales.

control/choice/freedom:  "Persons high in control believe and act as if they can influence the events taking place around them through what they imagine, say and  do ..... This does not imply the naive expectation of complete determination of events and outcomes but rather implies perception of oneself as having a definite influence through the exercise of imagination, knowledge, skill, and choice."  Although "control" is the word usually used to describe this attitude in the psychological literature, clearly "choice" and "freedom" capture the sense of this attitude as well.  

challenge: "Challenge involves the expectation that life will change and that the changes will be a stimulus to personal development ..... it is expressed as the belief that change rather than stability is normal in life ..... In coping behaviors, challenge will lead to attempts to transform oneself and thereby grow rather than conserve and protect what one can of the former existence."  This attitude reminds me of playing   a game of cards.  I might not have chosen the hand that I have been dealt, the challenge however is to play it as well as I possibly can.                                               
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commitment:  "Persons high in commitment find it easy to involve themselves actively in whatever they are doing, being generally curious about and interested      in activities, things and people ..... committed persons have a generalized sense       of purpose that allows them to identify with and find meaningful the events, things, and persons of their environment ..... they are invested enough in themselves and their relationship to the social context that they cannot easily give up under pressure."   

other related research:  There is a wealth of research work from others supporting much that Kobasa is stating.  Antonovsky, Bandura, Karasek, Phares, Rotter and Seligman are just a few of those who have been active in this field.  One  of several fascinating related issues is the suggestion that those scoring better on "Control" will be less likely to be tools for oppression of others (Lefcourt, 1976).  It looks as though personal hardiness may be good indirectly for those involved with you, as well as directly for yourself.
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