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2020 has been an eventful year for all of us. The 
global coronavirus crisis and other nerve-wracking 
incidents have taken a toll on our mental health and 
left us exhausted. In times like these, it can often be 
hard to stay cheerful and keep looking to the future 
optimistically. This is precisely the reason why we 
want to give you some food for thought in this 
newsletter and provide you with some tips on how to 
see the glass as half full (pp. 2-3). What’s more, we 
have asked students what optimism means to them 
and if they think we have reason to remain optimistic 
despite life not being a picnic at all times. If you want 
to know their opinions, turn to p. 4. We are also 
happy to present to you a great virtual exchange 
project (p. 5) and provide you with some optimism-
related idioms (p. 6) as well as a hearty recipe (p. 7) 
in this issue of our newsletter. 

 

How to Boost Optimism (pp. 2-3) 
 

 

 

Student Essays (p. 4) 
 

 

 

Virtual Exchange (p. 5) 
 

 

 

Let’s have a word (p. 6) 
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How to Boost Optimism 
Always looking on the bright side of life is often easier said than done, especially in times where everything 
seems to be going downhill. But there is no need to lose heart. In fact, there are some quite useful tips that 
can help you keep a positive outlook on what the future holds even when life is trying to bring you down.  

 

 

Adopt an advance retrospective perspective 

Putting things into perspective can often help set your mind 
at ease. However, seeing things in a different light can be 
something of a challenge, especially if the present situation 
doesn’t give cause for optimism. In such situations, it can be 
advantageous to take on a perspective that could be called 
an ‘advance retrospective’ outlook. Looking at things from 
this perspective means that you envision how your future 
self will reflect on the present situation. Ask yourself: “What 
will I be able to take away from what’s happening at the mo-
ment?”, “What will I be glad to have in the future that I don’t 
have now?” and “How can the current situation help me face 
future challenges?” Considering these questions can help 
you train your brain to focus on positive aspects that might 
not seem tangible right now but that will become relevant at 
some point in the future.  

 

Rethink your attributional style 

Psychologists have frequently pointed out that attribution 
plays a pivotal role in how we construct our own ‘social real-
ity’. In other words, the way we determine possible causes 
of certain events and states can have a significant impact not 

only on how we perceive others, but also on how we per-
ceive ourselves and how we make meaning out of life. Two 
major attributional styles that can be distinguished are inter-
nal and external attributions. People favouring internal at-
tributions seek causes related to their own or other people’s 
intelligence, personality and other internal factors. Those 
who tend to attribute externally focus on situational factors. 
While neither of these attributional styles is better per se, 
one-sided attributions can make you unhappy. So the next 
time something goes wrong, you might want to think twice 
before blaming yourself: Is it really your fault or is it simply 
bad luck?  

 

Forget your to-do list 
Some people like to sit down every night and write down 
things they want to get done the next day. Whilst doing this 
might aid your productivity, it is unlikely to boost positive 
thinking. Instead, it might actually create a feeling of anxiety 
and distress, especially if the things on your to-do list are 
hard to achieve or entail unpleasant activities. Rather than 
worrying about the future, you should count your blessings 
and reflect on what went well and what you want to remem-
ber about each day. Writing down what you’re grateful for 
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can prove to be a great source of contentment and facilitate 
the adoption of a more optimistic outlook on life. After all, 
this exercise shows you that every day has its happy mo-
ments – even if it’s just the small things.  

 

Don’t get hung up on things 

Remember that cross look your colleague gave you in the of-
fice? Or the deadline you missed? Also, couldn’t you have 
been more efficient this week? Of course, we can always find 
things that we could optimise about ourselves. However, at 
the end of the day, constantly thinking about what you could 
have done differently will only lead you to dwell on things 
that lie in the past instead of focusing on all the positive 
things that are yet to come. Instead of focusing on the 
shoulda coulda woulda, we should pay more attention to 
what the future holds – to the things we will achieve instead 
of the ones we ought to have achieved. So the next time you 
find yourself overthinking, let go of the negative thoughts 
and take things easy – worrying won’t help. 

 

Positive affirmations are your best friend 

We all know how powerful encouraging words from other 
people can be. That being said, we shouldn’t only rely on en-
couragement from our peers, but we should also get into the 
habit of reminding ourselves what we are capable of. Telling 
yourself “You can do this” is an incredibly powerful act that 
can help you pave the path towards success – even if you end 
up opting for a more down-to-earth affirmation like “This is 
difficult, but you will try your best.” The power of positive 
affirmations is that they are closely linked to ‘self-fulfilling 
prophecies’: if we tell ourselves that something is bound to 
happen, it will likely come true. This is the key essence of op-
timism and it is one that works for a lot of people; some of 
the world’s most successful people rely on precisely this 
technique. And after all, what’s the harm in giving yourself a 
little pep talk? 

 

Spoil yourself 

No-one said being an optimist was easy. Not losing hope and 
trying to concentrate on what’s lifting you up rather than 
what’s pulling you down requires a lot of energy. Therefore, 
one of the key self-care habits of every optimist that you 
should adopt is spoiling yourself. Whether that means in-
dulging in one of your favourite meals, treating yourself to a 
glass of wine (preferably accompanied by a sweet treat) or 
having a lie-in – treating yourself is essential if you want to 
not only feel good about the future of the world around you 
but also about yourself. Most of all, you shouldn’t have to  
 

 
feel guilty about pampering yourself – after all, life is all 
about cherishing the little moments, self-care included.  

 

Adopt a growth mindset 

A deterministic outlook on life was common at the beginning 
of the 20th century, when much of Europe was writhing in 
agony because of the changes the industrialisation of the 
world had brought about. More than a century later, much 
has changed, and yet many people still believe that the 
course of their lives, as well as their abilities are fixed. How-
ever, neuroscience has shown that this is by no means the 
case. In fact, the plasticity of the brain allows us to adapt to 
new situations and to keep on learning over the course of 
our whole lives. Nevertheless, some people have a ‘fixed 
mindset’, that is, they think their potential is predetermined 
and that they cannot improve. A fixed mindset has been 
linked to failure, desperation and mental health issues. 
Avoiding these negative consequences of this mindset is in 
fact quite simple: the answer is training yourself to adopt a 
growth mindset. People with a growth mindset see failures 
as opportunities to grow, take feedback seriously and be-
lieve in the potential of their own efforts and attitudes. At 
the end of the day, these people don’t only achieve more be-
cause they are not afraid of failing, but they also lead a hap-
pier and healthier life.  

 

Optimists aren’t naïve 

Optimism is often equated with naivety, especially by pessi-
mists or self-proclaimed ‘realists’ (though it is doubtful that 
being ‘realistic’ can actually be considered a mindset in its 
own right). What people forget, however, is that being opti-
mistic doesn’t mean ignoring all the potential problems in 
life or shying away from challenges. What being an optimist 
means is trying to find a silver lining instead of getting hung 
up on the negative aspects of a situation. As a result, opti-
mists tend to be great problem-solvers and visionaries be-
cause their main preoccupation is not the potential negative 
aspects of a situation but the potentials and the opportuni-
ties that arise with every project they undertake. Keep that 
in mind the next time someone tells you you’re being unrea-
sonably optimistic! 
 
 Get in touch with us! 

 

 

How do you stay optimistic in times like these? 
Tell us about your tips by sending in a short text to 

georg.pickl@uni-graz.at 
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Student Essays 
Optimism can be something of a 
controversial topic, especially in 
times of hardship. We have 
therefore asked students what 
they think about this topic – here 
are their answers. 

Are you an optimist or a pessimist? 

Last week, I filled out a personality 
mini-quiz from Psychology Today, and 
the results showed that I lean towards 
being an optimist. I completely agree 
with this result. I would describe an op-
timist as someone who always looks 
for the positives in life, while pessi-
mists tend to see the negative aspects 
in every situation. An optimist is a 
“glass is half full” type of person. I think 
the idiom from the blog post “to look 
for the silver lining” is another perfect 
example of what it means to be an op-
timist. 

While I consider myself an optimist, 
not everyone in my family is. I would 
describe my mom as a pessimist; a trait 
that is strongest when we go on a trip. 
Before we even leave for the airport, 
she will voice her concerns over de-
layed flights and missing baggage! I do 
not remember her being like this when 
I was a child, but then again, maybe I 
just didn’t notice. I think people are of-
ten shaped to be a certain way 
throughout their lives, and as they get 
older, they might become more pessi-
mistic or more optimistic. If my mom 
was not so pessimistic, then I would be 
less of an optimist. Since her pessi-
mism has always been something that 
stressed me out, I decided that I 
wanted to be different and see the 
good in every situation. Generally, I do 
think it gets harder to change as one 
gets older, but it is possible with the 
right motivation. 

I think that both optimists and pes-
simists are needed in society. The 

cartoon is a perfect example of this; it 
implies that optimists and pessimists 
have different strengths and weak-
nesses. An optimist might make a bet-
ter salesperson because they could 
have an easier time selling products to 
clients. If the salesperson isn’t upbeat 
and excited about the product, then 
the client might be less likely to pur-
chase it. However, a pessimist could be 
a safer choice for someone in the 
credit department, as they might be 
more realistic about the budget. To 
conclude, a diverse mix of personality 
characteristics is always useful for a 
company. 

An eternal optimist 

“Always look on the bright side of life.” 
This famous, yet rather cynical song 
from Monty Python’s popular “Life of 
Brian” captures an attitude that is 
common to a rather peculiar group of 
people: optimists. No matter how 
cruel life might seem at times, opti-
mists will always endeavour to find a 
silver lining – and I wholeheartedly be-
lieve they are right in doing so. After 
all, life is a challenge we need to face 

with an open mind and a positive atti-
tude if we want to master it. 

Coming from an optimist, this claim 
might come across as somewhat con-
ceited. However, science is on my side, 
which makes arguing in favour of opti-
mism rather simple. Firstly, optimists 
have been shown to live more fulfilled, 
healthier lives and are less prone to de-
pression or other mental health issues. 
What’s more, adopting a more opti-
mistic outlook on life can facilitate 
problem solving and boost motivation. 
Put simply: optimists are happier and 
healthier. 

However, I would be lying if I 
claimed that seeing life through rose-
coloured glasses only has its upsides. 
As an eternal optimist, I first tried to 
put the current crisis into perspective 
by telling myself that all of this would 
be over in a few months. Well, frankly 
speaking, “all of this” should have been 
over multiple times by now. Neverthe-
less, I’m determined not to lose faith. 
Maybe this is actually the real ad-
vantage of being an optimist: I never 
despair, no matter how hard the world 
is trying to bring me down. 
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Online Exchange Project with the 
University of Limerick 

In times when meeting new people through travel and working with them has become increasingly difficult, 
people are finding new ways to cooperate and exchange ideas. The internet and online interaction prove to 
be useful resources for this purpose, enabling students to take part in virtual exchange projects. 
 

Ulla Fürstenberg 

While the current COVID-19 pandemic is making many things 
we used to take for granted impossible, or at least much 
more difficult and complicated than they used to be, it is also 
producing interesting new ways of connecting and collabo-
rating with people remotely. For example, this semester 90 
students in our English department are participating in a vir-
tual exchange project with students from the University of 
Limerick in Ireland.  

The project is a ‘tandem’ project, i.e. all the Irish partici-
pants are learning German as part of their degree. All inter-
actions between the Irish and the Austrian students who 
take part in the project are therefore a mix of German and 
English so that everybody gets to practice the language they 
are studying.  

In the course of the project, which runs from 9 November 
to 18 December, the students have to complete three collab-
orative tasks that focus on aspects of language and culture. 
While the Irish students are graded on their performance, 

the Austrian students (with the exception of one group for 
whom the project is an integral part of their course) are par-
ticipating voluntarily. 

The project is still running, so it is too soon to evaluate, 
but early feedback from the students is encouraging. The 
first task in particular, which focussed on student life on cam-
pus and beyond, opened a window for the students into a 
different educational system with different structures and 
challenges.  

We hope that the project will lead to some lasting con-
tacts between the students at the two universities. Wouldn’t 
it be nice if some of them could follow up on the virtual ex-
change with a real-life visit one day? 

A big thank you to Natascha Guggi, who coordinates the 
project at the University of Limerick and invited me to par-
ticipate, and to my colleagues who promoted the project so 
enthusiastically in their courses that there were enough vol-
unteers to set every Irish student up with an Austrian part-
ner. Let’s hope we can do it all again some time! 
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Let’s have a word! 

In difficult times like the ones we 
are experiencing first-hand at the 
moment, public discourse seems 
to be dominated by negative ex-
pressions and ‘boo’ words. Being 
confronted with so much linguis-
tic negativity on a daily basis can 
quickly bring you down. So why 
not look at some words related 
to optimism and happiness?  

silver lining 

You surely know this common idiom 
used to express that no matter how 
sombre the current situation might 
seem, you can take something positive 
away from it. But did you also know 
that it has its origins in a literary work? 
In fact, it was John Milton who helped 
the emergence of the saying through 
his masque “Comus”, where he re-
peatedly mentions a silver lining in the 
sky. The proverb “Every cloud has a sil-
ver lining” is an allusion to the respec-
tive passage in the masque. 

light at the end of the tunnel 

Whilst this idiom might seem pretty 
self-explanatory, it is noteworthy that 
it hasn’t been around for all too long. 
Actually, it originated as a proverb in 
the early 20th century and only gained 
popularity decades later when John F. 
Kennedy summarised said proverb by 
stating that there was “light at the end 
of the tunnel”. Ever since, the expres-
sion has been frequently employed to 
say that long periods of despair are 
typically followed by happier times. 
Some cynical minds, however, have re-
interpreted the proverb and say that 
the light might just come from a train. 
But let’s not be that pessimistic. 

hang in there 

If you think about it, it can seem quite 
peculiar that the image of ‘hanging in 
there’ is used to motivate people. 
While the origins of this phrase are not 
100% certain, it is believed that this 
proverb first saw the light of day when 
it was used for a poster that showed a 
Siamese cat clinging on to a bamboo 
pole. Its apparent determination to 
hold on to it was further emphasised 
by big letters underneath the picture: 
“Hang in there!” 

Always look on the bright 
side of life! 

Whilst most people will think of this 
saying as the epitome of optimism, 
those who know its origin will un-
doubtedly comprehend its great irony. 
As a matter of fact, “Always look on the 
bright side of life” is the title of a song 
from “Monty Python’s Life of Brian”. 
Being sentenced to death by Crucifix-
ion, the protagonist Brian finds himself 
nailed onto a cross. Another man, 
nailed onto a nearby cross, tries to 
cheer Brian up by starting to sing “Al-
ways look on the bright side of life” 
and is soon joined by other crucified 
men, turning this perhaps serious situ-
ation into a comical ending to the film. 

hope against hope 

For some, this idiom stands for the 
most extreme form of naïve optimism, 
while for others, it highlights the ad-
vantage of being an optimist: instead 
of despairing in a seemingly hopeless 
situation, optimists don’t give up. 
What a lot of people don’t know, how-
ever, is that this saying is actually an-
cient: it has its origin in the Bible, more 
precisely in the Old Testament. 

Count your blessings! 

Used to say that you should always ap-
preciate what you have and what’s go-
ing right, this saying seems especially 
relevant in times of anxiety and uncer-
tainty. After all, we should remind our-
selves every once in a while what’s go-
ing well instead of dwelling on the neg-
ative aspects of life all too much. The 
proverb was popularised by Johnson 
Oatman’s religious hymn “Count Your 
Blessings”, of which the refrain goes: 
“Count your blessings, name them one 
by one, / Count your blessings, see 
what God has done!” Whether they be 
religious or completely profane, we 
are probably well-advised to count our 
blessings one by one more often in or-
der to appreciate what we have more.  

When life gives you lemons, 
make lemonade! 

Take something sour, unpleasant and 
turn it into something sweet and deli-
cious – the premise underlying this 
saying is promising and easy to under-
stand. Whilst its origins have been 
hotly debated (some attribute it to 
Christian anarchist writer Elbert Hub-
bard, others say it was Dale Carneige 
who coined the expression), its truth 
value has remained uncontested. 
What’s more, the proverb has also 
made its way into popular culture and 
been slightly adapted for various (of-
ten drinking-related) purposes. For ex-
ample, you can encounter creative var-
iations of the saying such as “When life 
gives you lemons, make tequila”, 
“When life gives you lemons, mix it up 
with vodka soda” (song) or “When life 
gives you lemons, squirt someone in 
the eye.” Pick your favourite one and 
cherish the sour moments in life!  
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Cooking Corner: Pumpkin Lasagne 
 

Optimists tend to consume a greater quantity of healthy foods, especially vegatables, studies have found. 
So maybe, incorporating more veggies into your diet can help you become a more optimistic, happier 
person. But no matter whether you’re trying to become an optimist or you’re just in for a delicious 
vegetarian meal, our pumpkin lasagne is perfect for you – and highly nutritious as well! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

You will need: 

1 kg pumpkin (of your choice) 

1 leek 

200 g kale 

300 g dried tomatoes 

500 g quark 

2 eggs 

180 g clarified butter 

1 bunch of sage 

4 cloves of garlic 

 

 

How it’s done: 

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C and grease a dish. 
2. Use a mandoline to slice the pumpkin into 

thin slices. Then toss them with half of the 
sage leaves, 2 tbs of butter and some salt. 

3. Slice the leek and the garlic and toss them to-
gether with 2 tbs of butter and some salt. 

4. Toss the kale, the dried tomatoes and some 
salt.  

5. Combine the quark, the eggs and the other 
half of the sage leaves (chopped) in a bowl. 

6. Assemble the lasagne by layering up the three 
vegetable mixtures (pumpkin, leek, kale) you 
prepared earlier. Add the quark mixture in-
between the different layers. Sprinkle the la-
sagne with cheese if you wish to.  

7. Put your lasagne dish into the oven and bake 
for approximately 1h 30min. 

 
 

 

At a glance… 
 
serves: 8 people (none of the 
studies suggests that eating more 
will make you more optimistic, but 
feel free to eat larger portions) 

difficulty: easy 

preparation time: 30min 

baking time: 2h 

recipe adapted from: 
https://www.delicious.com.au/recipes/layer-bake-pumpkin-

sage-greens-lasagne/urqsAXQC?r=recipes/collections/ivi50lwz 
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What’s coming next? 

Coronavirus Crisis Update 
 

We are terribly sorry to announce that, due to the current health crisis, we have decided to 
cancel all upcoming events for this year, including our beloved Christmas party. 

 

We hope you are all safe and healthy and look forward to seeing you at one of our events – hopefully in 
the near future! 

 

We’re looking for your ideas! 

Do you have any great ideas about what events the AAS could organise? 

Do you have an inspiring story to tell, some great advice to share or an interesting (research) project you 
want to let the world know about in the next instalment of our AAS talks? 

Then get in touch with us!  

 

Once all of this is over… 

Pub Quiz 
 

Our pub quiz was fully prepared – and so was our quizmaster Nick Scott. But then, corona got in the way… 
But we can’t wait to see you at our next pub quiz which will hopefully take place over the course of the next 
semester.  

 
 
 
 

Check out our website and follow us on social 
media to stay up to date and not miss any of 
our future events:  

AAS committee & editors 
 

   

Margit Reitbauer 
Sarah Mercer 
Caterina Hauser 
Georg Pickl 
 
Unless specified otherwise, all pictures used were taken from Pixabay. Anglo-Austrian-Society angloaustriansocietygraz 
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