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Why Positive Thinking
Doesn't Work

An REBT Alternative

By Marcel Harper



In this article, | take a sceptical look at the power of positive thinking. Why is it so
popular, yet also so seemingly powerless in solving emotional problems? Read on for

an alternative perspective!

Positive thinking has become one of the most widely promoted ideas in modern
self-help publications. The basic message is familiar. If you think positively, good
things will follow. If you repeat encouraging statements to yourself (e.g.
affirmations), your problems will lose their power and you'll achieve your goals.

If you refuse to dwell on the negative, your emotional life will improve.

On the surface, this seems appealing. Who would not want a simple method for

reducing stress, disappointment, or anxiety?

Yet many people (and most of my patients) eventually discover that positive

thinking often fails when they need it most.

When faced with serious setbacks, painful losses, or high stakes challenges,
simply telling yourself that everything will be fine rarely produces lasting relief.
In fact, it may even make you feel worse as you realise that things are most

definitely not fine!

Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) offers a useful explanation for why
this happens. The problem is not that optimism is harmful. The problem is that
positive thinking often tries to replace or deny reality rather than helping

people deal with it effectively.
The Promise of Positive Thinking
Positive thinking philosophies usually promote several familiar ideas:

e Focus only on positive outcomes.
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e Replace negative thoughts with uplifting ones.
e Visualise success repeatedly.
e Avoid dwelling on problems.

e Maintain confidence that everything will work out in the end.

These suggestions can feel helpful when circumstances are mild or temporary.

Encouragement and optimism can lift mood in everyday situations.

But the approach often collapses when adversity becomes serious or more

persistent.

If you lose your job, a positive statement such as “Everything happens for a
reason” may feel (and is) hollow. If a relationship ends, repeating “This is a
wonderful opportunity” is not going to help much. When facing professional

failure or personal loss, forced positivity can begin to sound like denial.

This is where REBT takes a different path.
The Problem With Forced Positivity

One of the central difficulties with positive thinking is that it often encourages

people to deny or minimise adversity.

If you experience a serious setback and then tell yourself that it is actually

wonderful or beneficial, your mind will tend to resist the interpretation.

Why? Because the experience clearly is unpleasant, and pretending otherwise

creates tension rather than relief.
This tension arises because your interpretation does not match reality.

In REBT, we don't require you to pretend that bad events are actually, magically

good!

Instead, you are encouraged interpret adversity in ways that are both accurate

and helpful.
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A job loss may indeed be painful. A failed project may be frustrating. A conflict in
a relationship may be deeply upsetting. A realistic interpretation acknowledges

these facts without exaggerating them into catastrophe or disaster.

Positive thinking often struggles because it attempts to replace a negative
interpretation with an overly optimistic one. REBT replaces extreme

interpretations with balanced, realistic ones.
Self-disturbing Interpretations

When people experience distress, the interpretation they bring to an event often

includes several elements, such as:

e “This should not have happened.”
e “Thisis terrible.”
e “Everythingis ruined.”

e "l cannot stand this.”

These interpretations turn adversity into catastrophe. They exaggerate the

seriousness of events and assume that discomfort is unbearable.

Positive thinking attempts to counter this by introducing highly optimistic

statements.
In REBT, we offer a third option.

Instead of moving from extreme negativity to forced positivity, it encourages

realistic flexibility.
For example:

e “This is very unfortunate.”
e "I strongly wish things had gone differently.”
e “This will be difficult.”

e "Butitis not the end of the world.”
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e "l can tolerate this and figure out what to do next.”

These interpretations neither deny reality nor exaggerate it.
An Example

Consider a professional setback. You spend weeks preparing a proposal for an

important client. The client ultimately rejects it.

Positive thinking might encourage you to repeat ideas such as:
"I'm the best consultant in the world"

“This is a great opportunity to learn.”

“This is a wonderful teaching moment.”

These statements may feel artificial. After all, you invested time and energy, and

the rejection carries real consequences for your career.
Self-disturbing thinking produces interpretations such as:

“This is a disaster. My reputation is ruined and | won't survive that!”
REBT encourages a more realistic stance:

“This is disappointing. | strongly wanted the project. But rejection happens in
competitive environments. My reputation may have suffered, but is hardly
ruined for all time. | can recover and review the feedback and decide what to do

next.”

The emotional outcome is different. Instead of despair or forced optimism, you

will likely feel appropriate, realistic disappointment, concern and determination.

Those outcomes support constructive action.
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From Positivity to Practical Strength

Positive thinking attempts to improve your emotional life by changing the tone

of interpretation.
REBT improves emotional life by changing the structure of interpretation.

Instead of replacing negative ideas with cheerful ones, it replaces rigid and

exaggerated interpretations with flexible and realistic ones.

The goal is not constant positivity. The goal is effective thinking and realistic

action.

When interpretations reflect reality and allow tolerance of difficulty, emotions
become more balanced. Concern replaces panic. Determination replaces

despair.

If you'd like more individualised help, book a session with me. Thanks for

reading.
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https://www.rationaltherapy.co.za/booking/

	 
	Why Positive Thinking Doesn't Work  
	An REBT Alternative 
	 
	By Marcel Harper 
	 
	 
	The Promise of Positive Thinking 
	The Problem With Forced Positivity 
	Self-disturbing Interpretations 
	An Example 
	From Positivity to Practical Strength 



