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Optimism and social support: The providers’ perspective
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Abstact
It has been presumed that the beneficial health effects of optimism are mediated by social support provided by the social
environment. To further analyze this assumption, in two experiments (N 240 and N 120) social responses toward
optimists, pessimists, and realists were examined. Participants listened to tape recorded conversations in which optimistic,
pessimistic and realistic targets reported how they were dealing with a stressful situation before completing a questionnaire
assessing (a) their evaluation of the target’s behavior and personality, (b) their attraction to the target, and (c) their
willingness to provide the target with social support. Optimistic and realistic targets were viewed more favorably than
pessimistic targets, while the behavior of realists was regarded as being more adequate than that of optimists. However, the
more positive evaluation of optimists and realists compared to pessimists was not accompanied by a greater willingness to
provide them with social support.
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Introduction
Among the personality traits that are seen as
psychological resources for health and well-being,
optimism has proved to be especially valuable. There
is strong evidence that optimism promotes both
mental and physical health, particularly when facing
stressful situations (for an overview, see Scheier,
Carver, & Bridges, 2001).
Two major pathways from optimism to health
are currently discussed, namely adaptive coping
and social support (cf., Peterson & Bossio, 2001;
Scheier & Carver, 1987). With respect to coping,
optimists were found to be more likely than
pessimists to engage in active ways of coping, such
as problem-focused coping and information-seeking,
particularly in controllable situations. In uncontrollable situations, optimists were more likely to accept
the situation and to disengage from unsolvable tasks.
Thus, optimists appear to match their strategies
to the situational constraints, which is essential to
adaptive coping (e.g., Scheier, Weintraub, & Carver,
1986; Solberg Nes & Segerstrom, 2006).
Social support has been proposed as a second
mechanism which mediates the relationship between
optimism and health. It has been theorized
that optimists are more socially attractive than
pessimists, and consequently they are more likely to
be integrated into supportive social networks, and to

receive favorable responses from their social environment (e.g., Scheier & Carver, 1987). Various studies
have shown a positive relationship between optimism
and perceived available social support, such as
the availability of helpful others (e.g., Brissette,
Scheier, & Carver, 2002; Fontaine & Seal, 1997;
Trunzo & Pinto, 2003), and received social support,
such as the frequency of helpful interactions
(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992).
Most studies on optimism and social support are
based on the perspective of the recipients, while the
providers’ views have been comparably neglected.
The question therefore arises as to whether optimists
are in fact provided with more social support than
pessimists, or merely perceive their social environment as being more supportive.
Assessing social reactions from a providers’ perspective suggests that optimists are indeed provided
with more social support than pessimists. Studies
based on vignettes showed that targets with a
negative outlook and pessimistically biased perceptions were less socially accepted than those with a
positive outlook and optimistically biased perceptions (Carver, Kus, & Scheier, 1994; Helweg-Larsen,
Sadeghian, & Webb, 2002).
In addition, recipients’ characteristics which are
related to optimism appear to increase the willingness of providers to offer support. Specifically, the
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expression of positive emotions and moods facilitated
rewarding social interactions and positive social
responses (e.g., Berry & Hansen, 1996; Harker &
Keltner, 2001). Consistent with these findings,
studies on social responses towards depressed
people showed that they are more likely to elicit
social rejection than non-depressed people (for a
review, see Marcus & Nardone, 1992). In a similar
vein, it was found that poor coping decreased other
peoples’ willingness to provide social support
(Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan, 1990; Schwarzer &
Weiner, 1991; Weber, 2003). For example, breast
cancer patients who displayed distress and appeared
to have difficulties with coping elicited less favorable
social responses from interaction partners than
patients who expressed an optimistic view and
more positive coping effort (Silver, Wortman, &
Crofton, 1990).
Given that optimists are typically characterized by
positive expectations (Scheier & Carver, 1987),
positive mood (e.g., Weber, Vollmann, & Renner,
2007), and adequate coping behavior (e.g.,
Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Scheier et al., 1986), the
reported findings suggest that social interaction
partners in general react more favorably toward
optimists than pessimists. Thus, the higher degree
of social support typically reported by optimists
presumably represents a veridical reflection of the
actual support they are provided with, rather than an
optimistically biased perception.
Present research
The present studies extended previous research on
optimism and social support in four aspects. First,
previous studies predominantly focused on
the relationship between recipients’ optimism and
providers’ social acceptance, willingness for future
interaction, or social rejection (e.g., Carver et al.,
1994; Helweg-Larsen et al., 2002; Silver et al.,
1990). The present studies additionally examined the
willingness to offer social support from the providers’
perceptive.
Second, we included the concept of realism in
addition to optimism and pessimism, assuming that
realism constitutes a behavior that may be equally or
even more socially desirable and attractive than
optimism (Colvin, Block, & Funder, 1995;
Paulhus, 1998). Current research on optimism
conceptualizes realism and optimism as related or
even overlapping concepts. For example, most
researchers assume that optimism needs to be in
touch with reality to attain positive effects (e.g.,
Baumeister, 1989; Schneider, 2001), and empirical
findings actually suggest that optimists adapt
their behavior to objective features of situations
(e.g., Scheier et al., 1986; Solberg Nes &

Segerstrom, 2006). The question therefore arises
as to whether the positive social effects of optimism
may be due to elements of realism in optimists’
behavior. To disentangle the potential overlapping
effects of optimism and realism on social responses,
we explicitly included realism as a third concept,
drawing on previous studies in which prototypical
aspects of realism and optimism were identified
(cf., Weber et al., 2007).
The third aspect in which the present studies
differed from related research is that we applied
a more comprehensive view of optimism, pessimism,
and realism by conceptualizing the three concepts
as affective-cognitive behavior patterns (including
cognitive, affective, motivational, and behavioral
components), rather than as pure cognitive
dispositions (cf. Peterson, 2000; Weber et al.,
2007). More specifically, we assume that the social
impact of optimism, realism, and pessimism is not
only founded in certain expectations, but relies on
a pattern of expressed thoughts and intentions,
displayed feelings, and actions that become visible
and relevant in social interactions. Findings from
studies in which optimistic outlook and positive
mood were found to be perceived as co-occurring
phenomena support this view (Carver et al., 1994;
Helweg-Larsen et al., 2002).
Finally, assuming that social responses are not only
influenced by the recipients’ behavior and personality
but also by the situational context (e.g., Schwarzer &
Weiner, 1991; Weber, 2003), we incorporated the
controllability of a given situation as an additional
factor. Empirical findings suggest that optimists and
pessimists differ in the extent to which they match
their behavior to situational constraints. Optimists
were found to be more likely than pessimists to adapt
their coping behavior to the controllability of the
situation at hand (e.g., Scheier et al., 1986).
Similarly, we found in previous studies assessing
social concepts of optimism, realism, and pessimism
from an observer’s perspective that pessimists were
viewed as non-adaptive to the controllability of
situations, and as displaying a rather rigid and
dysfunctional behavior pattern. Interestingly, optimists were seen as matching their thoughts and
feelings to the controllability of situations, but not
their goals and actions, whereas realists were seen as
adapting their thoughts, feelings, goals, and actions
(Weber et al., 2007).
Taken together, the major aim of the present
studies was to examine social responses to targets
displaying optimistic, pessimistic, or realistic
behavior patterns. Social responses were measured
in terms of (a) the evaluation of the target’s behavior
and personality, (b) the attraction to the target, and
(c) the intention to offer social support. On the basis
of previous findings, it was hypothesized that
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pessimists would generally elicit more negative social
responses than optimists and realists, independent of
the controllability of the situation. It was also
predicted that optimists and realists would elicit
comparable
positive
social
responses
in
controllable situations. However, it was expected
that, in uncontrollable situations, realists would be
more likely to elicit positive social responses than
optimists because they show a more adaptive
behavior.

Study 1

Method
Participants. The sample consisted of 240 nonpsychology students (50% women) from different
disciplines with a mean age of 23 years (SD ¼ 3.06).
Each participant received 10 Euros as compensation
for participation.

Stimulus material. The stimulus material consisted
of tape-recorded conversations between two
flatmates in which the target person enacted an
optimistic, pessimistic, or realistic affective-cognitive
behavior pattern in response to two moderately
stressful situations that differed in controllability.
In each case, the target told the flatmate
that she/he had fallen in love with someone.
In the controllable situation, the target explained
that she/he was rejected because the other person
wanted to get to know her/him a little better first,
while in the uncontrollable situation the target
explained that she/he was rejected because
the other person did not share her/his feelings.
Results of a previous study confirmed that the two
situations were perceived as moderately stressful
and as significantly different in controllability
(Weber et al., 2007).
The conversation between the target and her/his
flatmate was staged as a casual meeting in the
kitchen. The flatmate started the conversation by
asking the target, ‘‘Didn’t you recently tell me that
you met someone you felt attracted to?’’ and
encouraged the target to talk about her/his thoughts,
feelings, goals, and actions by asking questions such
as ‘‘What do you think about it?’’ and ‘‘What are you
going to do now?’’ In response to these questions, the
target enacted an optimistic, pessimistic, or realistic
affective-cognitive behavior pattern (excerpts of the
conversations for the controllable situation can be
found in Appendix).
To operationalize the three behavior patterns,
we relied on previous studies which had identified
thoughts, feelings, goals, and actions considered
as prototypical of optimists, pessimists, and realists

in dealing with the two situations1 (for details
see Weber et al., 2007). Based on these studies,
the optimistic behavior pattern in the controllable
situation was characterized by a positive construal
of the situation, positive outcome expectancies,
positive feelings, the intention to pursue the goal of
winning the other person’s love, and making active
efforts to do so. In the uncontrollable situation, the
optimistic behavior pattern was represented
by positive outcome expectancies, an optimistic
explanatory style, mixed feelings, the intention
to pursue the goal, and active efforts to do so.
The pessimistic behavior pattern was characterized
in both the controllable and the uncontrollable
situation by a negative construal of the situation,
negative outcome expectancies, a pessimistic
exploratory style, negative feelings, disengagement
from the goal, withdrawal, and focusing on distress.
The realistic behavior pattern in the controllable
situation was represented by accepting the situation,
equanimity, affect control, and an observant
behavior, namely pursing the goal without actively
pushing it. In the uncontrollable situation, the
realistic behavior pattern included accepting
the situation, mixed feelings, disengagement from
the goal, and affect control.
In order to control a possible influence of the
target’s sex on the participants’ judgments, while the
flatmate was female, the conversations were recorded
with both a female and a male target. In a pre-study
with 43 students (79% women), all of the conversations were rated as plausible and very likely to
happen between flatmates.
Procedure. The study had a 3 ‘‘behavior pattern’’
(optimistic vs. realistic vs. pessimistic)  2
‘‘controllability’’ (low vs. high)  2 ‘‘sex of target’’
(female vs. male) between-subjects design that was
balanced for the sex of participants. The participants
were randomly assigned to one of the 12 conditions
and were informed that the purpose of the study was
to investigate interpersonal perception on the basis
of audio-taped conversations. After completing a
questionnaire assessing socio-demographic data, the
participants were told that they were to listen to
a tape-recorded conversation between two flatmates,
one of whom would talk about her/his present
situation. They were asked to listen to the conversation and to form an impression of the target.
After listening to the audiotape, participants completed a questionnaire assessing (a) their evaluation
of the target’s behavior and personality, (b) their
attraction to the target, and (c) their intention to
provide the target with social support. Finally, the
participants were thanked, given their compensation,
and debriefed.
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Measures

Results

Evaluation of the target’s behavior and
personality. Four items assessed the perceived
adequacy and perceived effectiveness of the target’s
behavior on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all)
to 7 (very much). For measuring perceived adequacy,
participants rated how adequate and how acceptable
the behavior was (r ¼ 0.50). Perceived effectiveness
was assessed by ratings of how effective and
how successful the behavior was (r ¼ 0.66).
The two items for perceived adequacy and
for perceived
effectiveness
were averaged,
respectively.
The evaluation of the target’s personality was
measured by six items adapted from Montoya
and Horton (2004), with half of the items
referring to achievements (e.g., ‘‘The person will
be successful in life’’) and to social recognition
(e.g., ‘‘The person is well respected’’), respectively.
Ratings were given on a 7-point scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and were
combined into an evaluation of personality index
( ¼ 0.86).

Manipulation check. Three between-subjects analyses
of variance revealed that optimistic targets
(M ¼ 6.19, SD ¼ 1.11) were rated as more optimistic
than both pessimistic (M ¼ 1.25, SD ¼ 0.61)
and realistic targets (M ¼ 3.56, SD ¼ 1.81),
F(2, 237) ¼ 299.10, p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.72, Bonferroni
procedure, ps < 0.001. Additionally, pessimistic
targets
(M ¼ 6.48,
SD ¼ 1.10)
were
rated
as more pessimistic than both optimistic
(M ¼ 1.73, SD ¼ 1.13) and realistic targets
(M ¼ 3.46,
SD ¼ 1.74),
F(2,
237) ¼ 256.01,
Bonferroni
procedure,
p < 0.001,
2 ¼ 0.68,
ps < 0.001. Finally, realistic targets (M ¼ 5.33,
SD ¼ 1.42) were rated as more realistic than both
optimistic (M ¼ 3.70, SD ¼ 1.65) and pessimistic
targets (M ¼ 3.79, SD ¼ 1.53), F(2, 237) ¼ 28.30,
Bonferroni
procedure,
p < 0.001,
2 ¼ 0.19,
ps < 0.001. The manipulation check verified
that participants clearly differentiated optimistic,
pessimistic, and realistic targets.

Interpersonal attraction. Interpersonal attraction
was assessed by seven items that were adapted from
previous studies (e.g., Coyne, 1976; Helweg-Larsen
et al., 2002; Montoya & Horton, 2004; Winer,
Bonner, Blaney, & Murray, 1981), whereby two
items assessed affective attraction (e.g., ‘‘How much
do you like the person?’’) and five items assessed
behavioral attraction (e.g., ‘‘I would like to go to a
campus party with the person’’). Responses were
given on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to
7 (very much). The seven items were averaged to
form a total score of interpersonal attraction
( ¼ 0.91).

Intention to provide social support. Intention
to provide social support was assessed by five items
that were adapted from Schwarzer and Weiner
(1991). Participants indicated on a 7-point scale,
ranging from 1 (definitely no) to 7 (definitely yes),
the extent to which they would be willing to
provide social support (e.g., ‘‘I would be willing
to spend time with the person talking and
listening’’). Ratings on these items were averaged
to yield an index of social support intention
( ¼ 0.91).
For a manipulation check, participants rated how
optimistic, pessimistic, and realistic they thought the
target person was on a 7-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much).

Analyses. A 3 (behavior pattern)  2 (controllability)  2 (sex of target) multivariate analysis
of variance with perceived adequacy of the target’s
behavior, perceived effectiveness of the target’s
behavior, evaluation of the target’s personality,
interpersonal attraction, and intention to provide
social support as dependent variables yielded
no overall main or interaction effects for the factor
‘‘sex of target.’’ Thus, for further data analysis,
3 (behavior pattern)  2 (controllability) analyses of
variance (ANOVAs) were performed, collapsing over
the factor ‘‘sex of target.’’ Post hoc comparisons
between means were conducted by Bonferroni tests
with a p ¼ 0.05 significance level.
The results of the analyses are summarized in
Figure 1, which presents the mean ratings of the
dependent measures for the three behavior patterns
averaged across the two situations.
Evaluation of the target’s behavior and
personality. The analysis of the perceived adequacy
of the target’s behavior revealed a significant main
effect of ‘‘behavior pattern,’’ F(2, 234) ¼ 21.02,
p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.15. The realistic behavior patterns
(M ¼ 4.83, SD ¼ 1.13) were evaluated as significantly
more adequate than the optimistic behavior patterns
(M ¼ 4.16, SD ¼ 1.38), p < 0.01, which in turn were
evaluated as significantly more adequate than the
pessimistic behavior patterns (M ¼ 3.58, SD ¼ 1.13),
p < 0.01. No other effects were statistically significant, all Fs < 4, n.s.
The analysis of the perceived effectiveness of
the target’s behavior yielded a significant main
effect of ‘‘behavior pattern,’’ F(2, 234) ¼ 52.77,
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Figure 1. Mean evaluation ratings (with standard errors) of the
target as a function of the type of target behavior pattern (Study 1).
Note: Higher values indicate a more positive evaluation.

p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.31. Both the realistic and the
optimistic behavior patterns (M ¼ 3.76, SD ¼ 1.63
and M ¼ 3.79, SD ¼ 1.44) were evaluated as significantly more effective than the pessimistic
behavior patterns (M ¼ 1.82, SD ¼ 1.01), ps < 0.01.
No other effects reached statistical significance,
all Fs < 1, n.s.
Regarding the evaluation of personality, the
ANOVA obtained a significant main effect of
‘‘behavior pattern,’’ F(2, 234) ¼ 23.06, p < 0.001,
2 ¼ 0.17. Both realistic and optimistic targets
(M ¼ 4.18, SD ¼ 0.90 and M ¼ 4.19, SD ¼ 1.16)
were evaluated significantly more favorably than
pessimistic targets (M ¼ 3.24, SD ¼ 0.97), ps < 0.01.
There were no statistically significant effects on any
of the other variables, all Fs < 2, n.s.
Interpersonal attraction. Contrary to our predictions, no significant main or interaction effects
emerged for interpersonal attraction ratings, all
Fs < 3, n.s.
Intention to provide social support. The
ANOVA of the social support ratings yielded a significant main effect of ‘‘controllability,’’ F(1,
234) ¼ 5.38, p < 0.05, 2 ¼ 0.02, with an overall
intention to provide social support that was greater
in the uncontrollable (M ¼ 4.96, SD ¼ 1.24) than
in the controllable situation (M ¼ 4.60, SD ¼ 1.21).
No other effects were statistically significant,
all Fs < 3, n.s.

Discussion
Study 1 examined social responses to optimistic,
pessimistic, and realistic targets coping with two
stressful situations that varied in controllability. The
results of this study revealed two main findings. First,
with respect to the evaluation of behavior and

personality, pessimists were generally perceived in
a more negative way than optimists and realists.
In particular, pessimistic behavior patterns were seen
as less adequate and less effective than optimistic and
realistic behavior patterns, and the personality
of pessimists was viewed more negatively than
that of optimists and realists. These results are
consistent with previous findings (Carver et al.,
1994; Helweg-Larsen et al., 2002; Silver et al.,
1990), and support our assumption that pessimists,
with their negative cognitive-affective behavior
patterns, are more likely to elicit negative social
responses than optimists and realists. However, no
significant differences between pessimists, optimists,
and realists were found for interpersonal attraction
and the intention to provide social support.
Second, while optimists and realists were equally
likely to elicit positive social responses, the behavior
patterns shown by realists were rated as more
adequate than those shown by optimists. With
regard to the effectiveness of their behavior, their
personality and interpersonal attraction, optimists
and realists were evaluated equally positive.
Moreover, participants were equally willing to provide
optimists with social support as realists. These findings suggest that optimists and realists were perceived
as comparably socially attractive. However, contrary
to our expectation, these effects were not modulated
by the controllability of the situation.
Taken together, the participants’ social responses
toward the target person appeared to differ as
a function of the type of behavior pattern and of
the type of social response. Participants appeared to
recognize the different behavior patterns since they
showed differential cognitive social responses toward
the targets, i.e., a more negative evaluation of
pessimistic targets. However, these differences were
not translated into differential affective social
responses, such as a lower attraction to pessimistic
targets and a lower willingness to provide them with
social support. The finding that pessimists
and optimists were perceived as equally socially
attractive, and that they elicited a comparable
amount of social support, clearly contradicts
previous findings showing that pessimists were less
socially accepted than optimists (Carver et al., 1994;
Helweg-Larsen et al., 2002; Silver et al., 1990).
One possible explanation for these unexpected
findings may lie in the situational context in which
optimism, pessimism, and realism were presented
and evaluated. In the present study, the three
behavior patterns were staged in the context
of relationship-related stressful situations which
may have elicited a general empathy and positive
emotional reactions independent of the target’s
behavior. Conversely, in previous studies, optimism
and pessimism were predominately pictured in
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Study 2

Method
Participants. Participants were 120 students (50%
women) with a mean age of 24 years (SD ¼ 2.90),
who received a payment of 5 Euros for their
participation.
Stimulus material. As in Study 1, the stimulus
material consisted of tape-recorded conversations
between two flatmates in which the target person
performed an optimistic, pessimistic, or realistic
behavior pattern in response to two moderately
stressful situations that differed in controllability.
In both scenarios, the target had finished her studies
and applied for her dream job. In the controllable
situation, she was not accepted because she first had
to prove her expertise by working there for a day,
while in the uncontrollable situation, she was not
accepted because there was a hiring freeze due to
financial shortages. Results of a previous study
confirmed that the two situations were perceived as
moderately stressful and as significantly differing in
controllability (Vollmann, Renner, & Weber, 2006).
As in Study 1, the target enacted the optimistic, or
pessimistic, or realistic behavior pattern in response
to the flatmate’s questions (e.g., ‘‘Didn’t you recently
tell me that you have applied for your dream job?’’).
The behavior of the target was based on prototypical
optimistic, pessimistic, and realistic affective-cognitive behavior patterns that had been identified in
previous studies1 (for details see Vollmann et al.,
2006). The basic features of the behavior patterns
exhibited by the optimistic, pessimistic, and realistic
targets were identical to those shown in the relationship-related situations (see Study 1). Since no effects
for the sex of the target were found in Study 1,
all conversations were recorded with a female target
only. The flatmate was played by a female person.
Procedure and measures. The study had a 3 ‘‘behavior
pattern’’ (optimistic vs. realistic vs. pessimistic)  2
‘‘controllability’’ (low vs. high) between-subjects
design that was balanced for the sex of participants.
The participants were randomly assigned to
one of the six conditions. The procedure and
the measures were identical to those used in
Study 1. The reliabilities of the scales were also
similar to those found in Study 1: Cronbach’s alpha

was 0.89 for evaluation of personality, 0.91 for
interpersonal attraction, and 0.90 for intention to
provide social support.
Results

Manipulation check
The three between-subjects analyses of variance
revealed that optimistic targets (M ¼ 6.30,
SD ¼ 0.97) were rated as more optimistic than both
pessimistic (M ¼ 1.23, SD ¼ 0.86) and realistic targets (M ¼ 5.20, SD ¼ 1.45), F(2, 117) ¼ 225.73,
Bonferroni
procedure,
p < 0.001,
2 ¼ 0.79,
ps < 0.001.
Additionally,
pessimistic
targets
(M ¼ 6.40, SD ¼ 1.69) were rated as more pessimistic than both optimistic (M ¼ 1.50, SD ¼ 0.88) and
realistic targets (M ¼ 2.25, SD ¼ 1.34), F(2,
117) ¼ 154.43, p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.73, Bonferroni procedure, ps < 0.001. Finally, realistic targets
(M ¼ 6.08, SD ¼ 1.16) were rated as more realistic
than both optimistic (M ¼ 3.90, SD ¼ 1.52)
and pessimistic targets (M ¼ 3.23, SD ¼ 1.52),
F(2, 117) ¼ 45.66, p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.44, Bonferroni
procedure, ps < 0.001. Accordingly, participants
clearly differentiated optimistic, pessimistic, and
realistic targets.

Analyses
The data were analysed by 3 (behavior pattern)  2
(controllability) analyses of variance (ANOVAs) with
Bonferroni post hoc comparisons (p ¼ 0.05).
The results for the three behavior patterns averaged
across the situations are depicted in Figure 2.
Evaluation of the target’s behavior and
personality. As in Study 1, the analysis of the
perceived adequacy of the target’s behavior yielded a
7
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6
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Mean ratings

achievement-related or health-related situations.
In order to examine the generalizability of the present
findings, an additional study was conducted in which
two stressful achievement-related situations differing
in controllability were realized.
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Figure 2. Mean evaluation ratings (with standard errors) of the
target as a function of the type of target behavior pattern (Study 2).
Note: Higher values indicate a more positive evaluation.
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significant main effect of behavior patterns,
F(2, 114) ¼ 102.01, p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.64. Overall,
the
realistic
behavior
patterns
(M ¼ 5.76,
SD ¼ 1.06) were evaluated as significantly more
adequate than the optimistic behavior patterns
(M ¼ 5.06, SD ¼ 1.26), p < 0.05, which in turn were
evaluated as significantly more adequate than the
pessimistic behavior patterns (M ¼ 2.28, SD ¼ 1.13),
p < 0.01. There were no other statistically significant
effects, all Fs < 2, n.s.
As in Study 1, the analysis of the perceived
effectiveness of the target’s behavior revealed
a significant main effect of ‘‘behavior pattern,’’
F(2, 114) ¼ 171.07, p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.75. Both the
realistic and the optimistic behavior patterns
(M ¼ 5.60, SD ¼ 1.28 and M ¼ 5.19, SD ¼ 1.22)
were evaluated as significantly more effective than
the pessimistic behavior patterns (M ¼ 1.46,
SD ¼ 0.66), ps < 0.01. No other effects reached
statistical significance, all Fs < 1, n.s.
As in Study 1, the ANOVA concerning the
evaluation of the target’s personality yielded
a significant main effect of ‘‘behavior pattern,’’
F(2, 114) ¼ 59.30, p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.51. Again,
both realistic and optimistic targets (M ¼ 4.80,
SD ¼ 1.04 and M ¼ 4.48, SD ¼ 0.88) were perceived
as significantly more favorable than pessimistic
targets (M ¼ 2.61, SD ¼ 0.95), ps < 0.01. No other
effects attained statistical significance, all Fs < 1, n.s.
Interpersonal attraction. The ANOVA of interpersonal attraction scores yielded a significant main
effect of ‘‘behavior pattern,’’ F(2, 114) ¼ 11.14,
p < 0.001, 2 ¼ 0.16. Realistic and optimistic targets
(M ¼ 4.37, SD ¼ 1.15 and M ¼ 4.04, SD ¼ 1.27)
were rated as significantly more likable than
pessimistic targets (M ¼ 3.19, SD ¼ 1.03), ps < 0.01.
There were no statistically significant effects on any
other variable, all Fs < 2, n.s.
Intention to provide social support. In the
analysis of the participants’ intention to provide
social support, no main effects and interactions
attained significance, all Fs < 2, n.s.

Discussion
This study examined social responses to optimistic,
pessimistic, and realistic targets dealing with
achievement-related stressful situations. The
results are highly similar to those found for the
relationship-related situations examined in Study 1.
First, regarding the evaluation of behavior and
personality, pessimists were again perceived more
negatively than optimists and realists. In contrast to
Study 1, pessimists were also perceived as less

attractive than optimists and realists, suggesting
that a possible general empathy for people in stressful
relationship-related situations may not apply in
achievement-related contexts. These findings are in
line with previous research and provide further
evidence for the assumption that pessimists are
more likely to elicit social rejection. However, as
in Study 1, no differences were found with regard to
participants’ willingness to provide social support
to pessimists, optimists, and realists.
Second, as in Study 1, participants’ responses to
optimists and realists were highly similar, except that
optimistic behavior patterns were again evaluated as
less adequate than realistic behavior patterns.
However, regarding the perceived effectiveness of
behavior, the evaluation of personality, interpersonal
attraction, and the intention to provide social
support, no significant differences between optimists
and realists emerged. Again, these effects were not
affected by the controllability of the situation.
General discussion
The present studies examined social responses
toward optimistic, pessimistic, and realistic targets
coping with stressful situations varying in controllability and situational context. Extending previous
research, the concept of realism was included in
addition to optimism and pessimism, and the three
concepts were conceptualized as affective-cognitive
behavior patterns rather than as pure cognitive
concepts. The two studies yielded highly consistent
result patterns, suggesting cross-situational consistency in social responses to optimists, pessimists, and
realists.

Optimists and pessimists: Do they elicit different
social responses?
In line with previous findings (Carver et al., 1994;
Helweg-Larsen et al., 2002; Silver et al., 1990), the
present results showed that social responses towards
pessimists were generally more negative than towards
optimists. In both studies the behavior of pessimists
was perceived as less adequate and as less effective
than the behavior of optimists. Additionally,
participants evaluated the personality of pessimists
more negatively and, in Study 2, felt less attracted to
them than to optimists. However, although
the participants appeared to hold a more negative
view of pessimists compared to optimists, they
were nonetheless equally willing to provide both
with support.
The unequivocally high willingness to provide
support to both optimists and pessimists might
suggest that optimists are in fact not provided with
more social support than pessimists. Accordingly, the
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greater availability of social support commonly
reported by optimists (e.g., Brissette et al., 2002)
might represent an optimistically biased perception
rather than an accurate reflection of the support they
are provided with. However, this raises the question
how this result could be reconciled with
the assumption that social support mediates
the relationship between optimism and health?
Interestingly, recent empirical evidence suggests
that the perceived availability of social support
might be more helpful and stress-buffering than
actually receiving social support (Helgeson, 2003).
Accordingly, one could speculate that optimists and
pessimists might predominately differ in perceived
available support or in more general terms, how
positively they perceive the reactions of others
towards them. The present results showed that
optimists were evaluated more positively in terms of
their behavior and personality than pessimists.
Optimists might tend to generalize these positive
social responses and therefore perceive more
available social support which in turn essentially
affects positive health outcomes.
The uniformly high willingness to support both
pessimists and optimists might also indicate that
the measure was not sensitive enough to detect
substantial differences because it focused on initial
reactions, and did not distinguish between different
types of support. Due to either genuine concern for
others or compliance with social norms, persons
might be more likely to uniformly demonstrate
an initial willingness to support others who are in
need. However, such positive initial reactions may
change over time, especially when the costs of
providing support become increasingly evident.
This interpretation is supported by findings showing
that the rejection of depressed persons notably
increased in long-term interactions when no
improvement of mood was observable (Marcus &
Nardone, 1992; Winer et al., 1981). Based on these
findings, one could assume that differences in social
support provision depending on the recipients’
optimism or pessimism may become more
pronounced in long-term interactions. Over time,
potential support providers might be less willing to
provide pessimists with social support than optimists
because, due to their persistent negative mood,
negative expectations and dysfunctional coping
behavior, supporting pessimists might become
increasingly resource-demanding.
In addition, people might adapt the type of support
they provide to the recipient’s seemingly predominant needs. For example, providers may be more
inclined to offer pessimists emotional support to
improve their negative mood, while being inclined
to provide optimists with instrumental support
to foster their striving toward goal attainment.

The global measure of social support that was used
in the present research may have failed to detect
these possible interactions between the type of
support and the type of recipient.
Finally, the type of situation may also partly
account for the lack of differences in willingness to
support. It can be assumed that the presented
situations reflect common experiences for students,
and that the participants felt highly competent
and comfortable in offering support. Hence, these
situations might have been less likely to elicit
differential effects in support provision than, for
example, critical life events that are more likely to
induce discomfort and helplessness in providers,
due to their lack of experience and competence
(Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan, 1990).

Optimists and realists: Different, but equally liked
and supported
The social responses to optimists and realists were
equally positive, except that the behavior patterns
shown by realists were generally evaluated as more
adequate than those shown by optimists. Thus,
participants’ perceptions concurred with a normative
perspective, according to which goal pursuit in
controllable situations and goal disengagement in
uncontrollable situations is the most appropriate
behavior (e.g., Folkman, 1984; Weber, 2003;
Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003).
Although realistic behavior patterns were evaluated
as more adequate, they were rated as being equally
effective as optimistic behavior patterns. Similarly,
optimists were seen as positively as realists in terms
of their personality and their attractiveness, and
participants were equally willing to provide both with
social support. Thus, the participants appeared to
recognize the different affective-cognitive behavior
patterns shown by optimists and realists, as indicated
by the manipulation checks, but this obviously did
not lead to differential social responses and support
intentions. Accordingly, it can be argued that the
positive effects of optimism in previous research were
in fact due to an untainted optimistic behavior
pattern rather than realistic elements.
Contrary to our expectations, realists did not elicit
more favorable social responses than optimists in the
uncontrollable situations. One possible explanation
for the unvaryingly positive social responses might be
that the two uncontrollable situations (unrequited
love and a freeze on recruitment) still left some room
for positive expectancies, and optimistic goal pursuit
may therefore have elicited empathy and understanding, at least in the initial reaction. For future
research it would be interesting to examine the
degree of (un)controllability at which persistent
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goal pursuit and positive expectations elicit social
rejection and refusal of social support.

Limitations
Several limitations of the present research need to be
acknowledged. First, although the two studies
yielded highly similar results across the two different
life domains, the generalizability of the findings
to other domains, for example health-related
situations, and to more severe stressors needs to
be examined by future studies. Second, the participants’ judgments were based on tape-recorded
conversations, and this laboratory setting might
have restricted the validity of the findings.
Compared with actual interpersonal situations,
self-reported reactions to scenario-based interactions
might be more strongly influenced by social
desirability and the desire to comply with social
norms. A related limitation is that the present studies
assessed the intention or willingness to provide
support but not the actual support behavior, which
clearly restricts the interpretation of the present
results. It would be interesting in future studies to
use experimental designs that include real interactions between support providers and recipients and
that offer the possibility to observe actual behavior, as
was realized in the study of Silver et al. (1990).
Finally, the present studies were based exclusively
on student samples. Besides sharing this limitation
with many other studies, one could certainly
argue that other populations, for example older
persons or persons with a different cultural
background, might hold different views on optimism,
realism, and pessimism and they might also have
different cultural inclinations towards offering social
support and therefore may demonstrate different
social reactions.

Conclusions
Most researchers assume that optimists are provided
with more support from their social environment
than pessimists, and that this greater social support
contributes to their better mental and physical
health. However, the present results did not indicate
differences in the support providers’ intention to
offer social support to optimists, realists, and
pessimists. Thus, while optimists and realists may
well be more liked, and viewed in a more positive
way, potential support providers might focus more
on the actual needs of their interaction partners, at
least in their spontaneous willingness to help.
However, differences in support provision that
depend on the recipient’s behavior and personality
might appear in the long run when the cost of

providing support becomes increasingly evident.
Future research on optimism and social support
would profit from study designs and measures that
are sensitive to changes over time and possible
interactions between type of support and type of
recipient.
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Note
1. The prototypical optimistic, pessimistic, and
realistic behavior patterns were identified in
a multi-level procedure based on a modified
version of the act frequency approach (Buss &
Craik, 1983). The behavior patterns consisted of
situation-specific thoughts, feelings, goals, and
actions that laypersons nominated as prototypical
and distinctive coping responses of optimists,
pessimists, and realists.
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And what are you going to do now?

What are your plans now?

How do you feel now?

Didn’t you recently tell me that you met
someone you feel attracted to? What came
out of it?
What do you think about it?

Questions

Optimistic target

Pessimistic target

That’s obvious: I will call him up and try
to see him as often as possible. And
then I will dress up and perhaps bring a
small present along. I will stay near
him as often as possible.

I’m looking forward to getting to know
him even better. Anyway, that’s a
challenge and a chance for me to make
him fancy me. He will fall for me in the
end—I’m quite confident.
Well, I won’t give up because all is not
lost yet. I’m gonna show him my honey
side and win him over.

Well, he didn’t say NO and I’m fine, too,
with getting to know each other better.
Then, we’ll probably do a lot of stuff
together soon.

I feel like crying. I can’t stop thinking how awful this
is. I will definitely keep out of his way.

Nothing, I just want to forget about the whole thing
and be alone. Next time, I won’t be as upfront.

If he doesn’t feel anything for me by now, I don’t
know what the point is in getting to know each
other better. I knew beforehand that it wouldn’t
work out; I’m just not attractive enough. I
shouldn’t even have asked.
The way I feel? Just awful. These kinds of things
always happen to me. I’m so embarrassed. I guess
he’s going to gossip all around and make fun of
me. I am so depressed.

Realistic target

First of all, I’ve got to get my feelings under control.
I’m gonna act naturally and won’t force him into
anything. Next time I will wait until I know the
other person better.
I’ll try to see him on neutral ground. I’ll be
understanding towards him.

The way I feel? I’m not a hundred percent happy
about the situation but not that disappointed
either. I ask myself, ‘‘What does he expect from
me?’’

Well, it’s good that he is that honest. Now I know
where I stand and can handle the situation easier.
And if we spend a lot of time together but don’t
get together after all, it’s just not meant to be.

Well, we met and I told him that I fancy him. And he said that he would like to know me a little better first.

Excerpts of the conversations (controllable situation).

Appendix
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