WELLNESS

Overcoming the Legal Mindset Dilemma:
Cultivating Optimism and WOOP

By TANYEE CHEUNG

t the first inaugural well-being
Aconference for the Institute for

Well-Being in Law, my former
professor and father of positive psy-
chology, Martin Seligman, was the
keynote speaker. He spoke about
optimism and pessimism and not-
ed that almost universally, pessi-
mists tend to be less successful on
most fronts. You name it, whether in
the realm of education, athletics, mili-
tary, and other studied professions, pes-
simists typically perform worse than
optimists. Research examining the in-
fluence of an optimistic mindset on per-
formance consistently underscores its
positive impact across various domains.
One seminal study conducted by Mar-
tin Seligman and Chris Peterson (anoth-
er giant in the field of positive psychol-
ogy), explored the relationship between
character strengths, including optimism,
and academic and professional success.
Their findings revealed that individu-
als who exhibited optimism as a charac-
ter strength were more likely to achieve
better academic outcomes, excel in their
careers, and experience higher levels of
overall life satisfaction.

A study by Charles Carver and Michael
Scheier found that athletes who maintain
an optimistic outlook were more resilient
in the face of competition, recover more
quickly from setbacks, and ultimately
perform better on the field. In the med-
ical field (lawyers’ go-to profession for
comparison), numerous studies have
yielded compelling insights into the im-
portance of positive psychological traits

for healthcare professionals showing an
association of optimistic outlook with en-
hanced performance. Furthermore, op-
timism and growth mindset have been
linked to improved patient outcomes and
higher quality of care. Research showed
healthcare providers with an optimis-
tic disposition are more likely to deliver
compassionate and patient—centered care,
leading to better treatment adherence,
faster recovery rates, and overall higher
satisfaction among patients. Addition-
ally, optimistic healthcare professionals
are better equipped to handle the emo-
tional demands of patient care, main-
taining empathy and compassion even in
challenging situations.

There was, however, one striking excep-
tion to the optimism is better rule. Can

you guess what group that might be? Yep,
you guessed it, lawyers. A study conduct-
ed by University of Virginia law professor
Gregory Mitchell revealed a surprising
correlation between pessimism and suc-
cess in law school. Students at the Uni-
versity of Virginia School of Law, Class,
were tested for optimism-pessimism with
the Attributional Style Questionnaire
(“ASQ”). The ASQ is a well-standard-
ized self-report measure of “explanatory
style”— one’s tendency to select certain
causal explanations for good and bad
events. The students’ performance was
then tracked throughout law school as it
related to their initial explanatory style. In
sharp contrast to results in other realms
of life, law students whose attributional
style defined them as “pessimistic” fared
better than their optimistic peers. Specif-
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ically, the pessimists outperformed more
optimistic students on traditional mea-
sures of achievement, such as grade-point
average and law journal success.

Now, you might be thinking this is a good
thing and patting yourself on the back for
being high in pessimism, but while pes-
simism might be good for legal perfor-
mance, the studies are clear it’s not so
great for well-being. Optimism has been
consistently linked to numerous bene-
fits for overall well-being, encompassing
both psychological and physical health.
Research has consistently shown indi-
viduals with an optimistic outlook tend
to experience lower levels of stress and
anxiety and are more likely to engage in
adaptive coping strategies, such as prob-
lem-solving and seeking social support,
which contribute to better mental health
outcomes. Furthermore, optimism is as-
sociated with greater resilience in the
face of adversity, allowing individuals
to bounce back more effectively from
setbacks and challenges. This resilience
fosters a sense of hopefulness and perse-
verance, contributing to a higher overall
quality of life. Better physical health out-
comes are also correlated with optimism;
optimistic individuals have a reduced
risk of developing chronic illnesses, such
as cardiovascular disease, and may ex-
perience better recovery outcomes from
illness or surgery, and stronger immune
functions. Overall, the research suggests
that cultivating optimism can lead to a
multitude of benefits for both psycholog-
ical and physical well-being, enhancing
one’s overall quality of life and resilience
in the face of life’s challenges.

So, what's a lawyer to do? How can we
navigate the unique challenges and de-
mands of legal education and practice,
which may favor issue spotting and a
more critical and cautious approach with
the desire to cultivate a more optimistic
mindset to enhance our well-being? The
good news is you are already taking a sig-
nificant step toward the solution: aware-
ness. By becoming more aware of our pes-
simistic tendencies, we can find ways to
limit their negative effects while embrac-
ing the benefits it affords us. Rather than
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developing a Pollyanna attitude where
we overlook obstacles, we can embrace
the benefits of a mind that is trained to
spot issues, while focusing our energies
on finding solutions to the obstacles.

Instead of admonishing ourselves for our
tendency to find potential problems, we
should limit the time staring at the prob-
lem and stressing over it and retrain our
brains to focus on finding ways to over-
come the potential problems. The best
lawyers, after all, are not the ones who
just spot the issues, but who are also
able to provide solutions. By expanding
our field of vision, we can temper nega-
tive biases with a wealth of opportunities
and hope. One way we can do this is to
WOOP. WOOP is an acronym for Wish,
Outcome, Obstacle, Plan—a powerful
framework developed by psychologist
Gabrielle Oettingen. By moving quickly
from the problem to WOOP, we can lim-
it the time we spend in a space of nega-
tivity. Using problems as the springboard
for a WOOP session, gives us permission
to continue to look for obstacles while re-
minding us to focus on finding solutions.
WOOP can be particularly valuable for at-
torneys seeking to work with pessimism
in a constructive manner. By incorporat-
ing realistic assessment and planning,
WOOP enables attorneys to confront po-
tential obstacles and develop strategies
for overcoming them. By empowering
individuals to identify and overcome ob-
stacles, WOOP can help cultivate a more
optimistic outlook.

Whether one is seeking to come up with
an action plan for a client or looking to
improve work-life balance, WOOP can be
a powerful tool for attorneys. Instead of
stopping at obstacles, WOOP guides us to
develop an action plan. This process en-
courages attorneys to confront potential
setbacks and uncertainties head-on, rather
than avoiding or ignoring them, fostering
a proactive and solution-focused approach
to problem-solving. By integrating WOOP
into our practice, we can harness the pow-
er of pessimism as a catalyst for strategic
thinking, resilience, and goal achievement,
ultimately enhancing our effectiveness
and satisfaction in our legal careers.

We can all benefit from networks and re-
sources that foster both optimism and
realism within the legal profession, so
WOOP it up! Inspire colleagues, mentors,
and peers to embody a balanced perspec-
tive that can provide us with valuable
insights, guidance, and encouragement
as we navigate the complexities of legal
practice. If you need some help getting
started, consider professional develop-
ment opportunities, such as workshops,
seminars, and coaching programs, that
can help one develop the skills and mind-
set needed to effectively balance pessi-
mism with optimism in one’s life. By le-
veraging these strategies, attorneys can
navigate the challenges of the legal pro-
fession with confidence, resilience, and
optimism, ultimately enhancing perfor-
mance and career satisfaction. l
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