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SELIGMAN'S LEARNED OPTIMISM EXPERIMENT 

Aim: To refute an hypothesis that a human who is unable to control a stressful environment 

will be happier and healthier than one without stress or no control. 

Method: An important experiment is reported in the book Learned Optimism by Martin 

Seligman. The study was to find whether a type of pessimism called 'learned helplessness' 

could cause cancer. Three initially equal groups of rats in equal environments were tested in 

a laboratory. All three groups had a few cancerous cells injected under their skins. Pen 1 

received no shocks. Two of the groups, Pens 2 and 3, then received electric shocks at 

random. Pen 2 could escape from the shocks by together pressing a switch, which they 

quickly learned to do when they rushed to the end of the pen and pressed on a bar that 

turned the shock off for a time. Pen 3 could not escape from the shocks.  
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After a time, the rats that were still alive were checked for presence of cancer tumours. Rats 

with tumours that had grown to more than 6mm were euthanased and recorded with any 

that had 'died'. 

 

RESULTS 

 

PEN GROUP REJECTED TUMOR 

% 

DIED % 

1 unshocked (control) 50 50 

2 mastered shock 70 30 

3 helpless 27 73 

 

The results were dramatic and surprising. Most surprising was that the rats who mastered 

the shock did better than the rats that had no shock at all.  

DISCUSSION 

It is speculated that the rats that were unable to do anything about the shots developed a 

pessimistic outlook, whereas the rats who found they could control part of their 

environment became optimistic. The corresponding negative and positive emotions were 
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registered by their nervous systems and communicated to their immune systems which 

dealt with the cancer invasion either less effectively or more effectively than in rats which 

did not receive shocks. The results from this experiment support the idea of learned 

helplessness or pessimism - that is when an inescapable unpleasantness has to be 

experienced, the individual's resistance is lowered generally. Conversely, through 

overcoming the unpleasantness, the individual's resistance is strengthened.  

Optimists have not learned 'helplessness'. They set more realistic goals for themselves. They 

do not get depressed when they fail nor do they give up easily. Their immune systems are 

more aggressive towards foreign invaders. They are overcome by fewer infections. They are 

more likely to win control over cancer cells. Optimists are more likely to stick to an exercise 

program or a diet. For all of these reasons, optimists enjoy better health. 

CONCLUSION 

Evidence was obtained that refuted that a human who is unable to control a stressful 

environment will be happier and healthier than one without stress or with no control. It 

seems likely that being in control of even a stressful environment is better than being 

helpless. 

 


