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The way we think is how we experience the
world. Our thoughts can influence our
behavior, emotions, decisions, and interac-

tions. Our thinking is filled with assumptions
and deductions; distractions, difficulties, anxi-
eties, and negative thinking may overwhelm and
crowd our minds. Negative thoughts often

become self fulfilling prophesies. The result is that we may become
uncomfortably anxious and stressed.
Anxiety arises out of a sense of threat and is characterized by a

perceived inability to predict, control, or obtain desired results.
Anxiety, negative thinking, unpleasant memories, and misinterpreta-
tion of situations may interfere with our performance and physical
and mental health.
Unfortunately, we often act in accordance with our perception of

reality. Our moods are driven by what we tell ourselves, and this is
usually based on our interpretations of our environment and circum-
stances. Heavily researched, the concept is simple: Negative thinking
results in negative changes in the mind, placing stress on the body
and its functions. Positive thinking generates optimism and well-
being and leads to positive changes in the body.
Most people experience stress from time to time. The word stress

itself conjures up all sorts of negative images. We know about stress-
related illnesses and the deleterious effect stress can have on our
minds and bodies. Certainly, nurse anesthesia practice is intrinsically
stressful and can be physically and emotionally challenging. Further,
each of us can have unproductive and unpleasant, negative thoughts
on any given day.
On the average, most individuals have over 50,000 thought per

day; most of these thoughts are the same thoughts they had the previ-
ous day.1 Thoughts automatically come to mind when a particular
situation occurs. Thoughts are internalized perceptions by each indi-
vidual, influenced by our values and beliefs often formed in child-
hood. They are extremely important because they are the link
between the external situation and your emotions and feelings.
Most of us worry. Worry is an emotion in which a person feels

anxious or concerned about a real or imagined issue. Most people
experience short-lived episodes of worry in their lives without inci-
dent. Research tells us that about only 4 percent of our worries
actually come true. Most of that 4 percent usually turns out to be
minor disruptions, which can still be the cause of major stressors
in our lives.1 A moderate amount of worrying may have positive

effects if it prompts people to take precautions or encourages them
to take action to change a situation.
The human mind is extraordinary, able to take advantage of every-

thing we have learned through experience or imagination in order to
help us figure out what to do. We often think that worrying is about
problem solving, that thinking and evaluating the consequences of
the past or possible outcomes of the future is beneficial.
However, negative thinking and counterproductive worry usually

produce additional anxiety that tends to become “layered” — one
negative thought feeding on a previous one or generating a succeed-
ing one — creating ever more stress.
From its original meaning of “to strangle,” the definition of worry has

evolved over the subsequent centuries: first to “bite and shake” (as dogs
“worry” their rubber toys), then “to harass or vex,” until finally arriving
to our modern definition of “mental distress or agitation,” usually the
result of concern for something impending or anticipated.1, 2

Worry has been described as imagination gone awry. Because
worry is a type of mental stimulation, it can become a habit and
addiction. Once we understand that worry is a habitual response, we
can change it. However, once acquired, the habit of worrying seems
hard to stop. You need to replace the old pattern of thinking with a
new one. If we are really worried about an upcoming test and deter-
mine that it means we have to study more or talk with the instructor,
then worry has been useful. When worry helps us plan for an upcom-
ing event by imagining the various scenarios that might come about,
it can be helpful. Worry becomes a problem, however, when it leads
to continual anxiety and fear, or when it consists of continually
repeating the same thinking pattern over and over.
Fortunately, there are strategies that you can learn and practice that

can be useful for breaking the worry pattern. It starts with recognizing
we are doing something that is counterproductive to what we want or
seek. Once we are aware, we need to find fair, balanced thoughts about
the situation. In addition, it is important to realize that what works for
one person may not work for another. Because each person is unique,
the way in which he or she worries, and the best ways for that person
to learn to reduce his or her worrying, may vary.

Switching from Negative to Positive
Positive emotions have been shown to be linked to good physical
health. According to research, people who experience positive
emotions are likely to live longer, enjoy better immune functioning,
and recover more effectively from treatment for heart disease.3

Positive emotions affect our psychological well-being as well as our
physical resilience. Theory has it that when we experience positive
emotions, we are able to think and behave more creatively and flexi-
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bly than when we experience negative emotions.4

So how do you change your negative thoughts to positive
thoughts? How do you stay positive and motivated?
Start by following a few simple rules: Don’t say anything to yourself

that you wouldn’t say to anyone else. Take deliberate action to have a
positive attitude. Make a conscious effort to notice the little, positive
things in your everyday life.
In other words, change the negative thought into a positive one.

For example, if you are worried and focusing on what could go
wrong in a situation, change your thoughts to what could go right.
Because the mind can only think one thought at a time, changing the
negative into a positive eliminates the negative.
Positive self-talk means purposely giving yourself positive rein-

forcement, motivation, and recognition—just as you would do for a
friend. Congratulate yourself when you do well, and remind yourself
of your abilities, accomplishments, strengths, and skills. Repetition
builds habits, so practice positive dialog in your self-talk. Instead of “I
will try,“ substitute the phrase “I will.” Instead of saying “I should
do,” insert the phrase “I will do.” Try saying “I want to,” or “I choose
to,“ instead of the more common “I have to.” By focusing on these
particular points and reinforcing them repeatedly, you are able to
create anticipation and the expectation that they will come to pass.3

Visualize Positive Outcomes
Another approach is visual imagery. Numerous studies show that
consciously constructed images can lead to improved health
outcomes. Further, studies have shown improvement or complete
remission in various diseases from such things as laughter, positive
imagery, and other similar therapies. Likewise, research demonstrates
that individuals who focus on the negative aspects of their lives tend
to deteriorate more rapidly.3

Visualization techniques can be applied to almost every aspect of
life, from goal setting, sports performance, self-healing, and memory
improvement, to problem-solving and decision-making.
Visual imagery appears to work by imagining yourself perform to

perfection, you are in turn physiologically creating neural patterns in
your brain. These patterns are similar to small tracks engraved in the
brain cells that can ultimately enable an athlete to perform physical feats
by simply mentally practicing the move. Hence, mental imagery is
intended to train our minds and create the neural patterns in our brain
to teach our muscles to do exactly what we want them to do.4-6 For
example, picture the golf ball rolling into the hole, or a fitness goal, or
completion of education—something that you personally accomplished.
Imagining a positive future outcome is an important technique for
countering initial negative images, beliefs, and expectations.

Self-Talk
We all talk to ourselves. Sometimes we do it aloud and quite uncon-
sciously, especially if we spend a lot of time by ourselves. We create
thoughts to help us explain things to ourselves, and making
comments to ourselves seems to be automatic. Self-talk is the endless
stream of thoughts that run through your head every day. These auto-
matic thoughts can be positive or negative. Some of your self-talk
comes from logic and reason. Other self-talk may arise from miscon-
ceptions, created because of lack of information and distorted ideas
that can overpower your capacity for rational decisions.

Appreciate the LittleThings
There are many things we can do to enhance and increase the pres-
ence of positive emotions for us. Learning how to appreciate the little
things in life is one good way.

Be curious. Take a half-hour to an hour a day to try new things.
Make time for things outside your regular work or school routine.
Spend time with your pet. Is there anyone in your life that gives you
more unconditional love than your pet?

Get active. Go for a walk, exercise. We all know about the physi-
cal benefits of exercising, be it a gentle yoga class, a fast paced gym
session or just a stroll in the park. Find out what works for you and
make it your escape.

Laughter is one of the finest, most economical and easy to
practice anti-stress measures. Laughter relieves muscle tension,
expands blood vessels, and reduces the levels of stress hormones
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epineprine and cortisol. Laughter is an excellent exercise for your
facial muscles, toning up the muscles of the face and improving facial
expressions. Recently, advocates of the positive benefits of laughter
have created Laughter Yoga and Laughter Clubs, highlighting a blend
of playful, empowering, and otherwise “tension-releasing” simple
laughter exercises, social networking, and a sense of well-being.

Reminisce. Have a “go-to” memory. Think back over the years to
a really good moment, something that always puts a smile on your
face or gives you a warm feeling. Take a trip down memory lane by
rifling through photos. Memories of old friends and loved ones will
make you feel nostalgic and remind you of happy times. Learn to
“flip out” of your worries or bad mood by learning to “flip into” this
sweet memory. People are always devastated when their memories
and photographs are destroyed in fires or accidents, but how many of
us can honestly admit to taking the time to delve into ours and make
the most of them?

Be gentle with yourself. Experience some quiet time to reflect on
memories and dreams. Enjoy tranquility and unwind with bubbles,
candles, and a soothing bath. Celebrate the little things and take time
to celebrate the positive little moments in your life.
Appreciating the little things in life involves focusing our attention

on what is pleasurable, nurturing, and sustaining in our lives and
away from those events that are annoying, frustrating, or hurtful.
When you feel so miserable that all you want to do is crawl under

a rock, stare at the TV, eat ice cream, or sleep, that is the precise
moment you should do something positive: exercise, read a funny
book, or spend time with your kids, family, or friends. A significant
slice of our thought process is how we choose to see and perceive
things. We can always choose how we see a person, place, or a situa-
tion. Our perceptions are based on our experiences. Our thoughts
and feelings and actions create new experiences, and new experiences
influence our thoughts feelings and actions. If we are to be effective in
the things we want to do in life, in particular if we are embarking on
a process of change, we need to be performing at our very best.
Positive thinking is a powerful step in our journey.�
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