
The Infectious Optimist
It's Wednesday evening as I write this, and all this week, TV commentators have
talked about the life and death of former U.S. President Ronald Reagan.

Most people in the US liked Ronald Reagan, even if they disagreed with his
policies. Why?

Because he was, as one wire service headlined it, an "infectious optimist."

It seems odd to think of optimism as something that can be transmitted from one
person to another, like a common cold, but as I listened to one comment after
another, that's what people who met Reagan said about him -- that merely being
in the same room with him made you look at life more optimistically.

What can we draw from the life of this great man that would help us understand
this ability to infect others with his optimism?

I believe it boils down to several points.

1. Reagan kept things simple. "They say the world has become too complex for
simple answers," he said. "They are wrong."

With Reagan, people knew where they stood. Unlike many other U.S. presidents,
who waffled depending on which way the wind was blowing at the time, Reagan
stood for something. Right or wrong, he stood for what he believed. He believed
in good and evil, happiness and sadness, black and white.

As I've gotten older, I've realized that the "gray areas" in life are usually the ones
where people do things they're not proud of in the long run. When we spend our
time looking for some sort of reason why we can torture others in the name of
right, commit adultery in the name of freedom, or hurt our fellow people in the
name of personal growth, we're no longer on the side of the angels.

Whether you liked him or not, you knew what he stood for.

2. Reagan believed in being positive. You wouldn't expect it from a person who
had an alcoholic father, but Reagan learned early on to be positive. He said he
learned it from his mother. In fact, in later years, Reagan was heard to tell people
that whatever good he might attain in this life was attributable to his dear mother.
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Reagan looked to the future, not to the past. He expected the best of others, and
was surprised only when he didn't get it. He looked for the good in the lives of
those he dealt with -- and he usually saw only the good.

I watched a clip of Reagan with CNN host Larry King. He said one of the things
he found most difficult was to fire people -- obviously because he saw the good
side of them.

Reagan's famous "Mr. Gorbachev, Tear down this wall" speech was almost shot
down by the career cynics that inhabit government. Knowing that the USSR was
never going to disband, they thought the speech would do nothing but bad. Of all
the people in the White House, only Reagan and his speechwriter stood up for
the speech -- and you can judge the results. Reagan stood up for it because he
thought it was right -- and he thought it was positive.

3. Reagan believed in the future

It's always interesting to me to see whether people believe the future will be a
better place, or a worse place. It's the old adage, come to life: "The optimist
believes we live in the best of all possible worlds. The pessimist also believes
this, and fears it."

Jimmy Carter has matured into a service-rendering statesman, but when he was
president, the country knew that its best years were behind it. Most people who
listened to Carter's fireside chats believed that the U.S.A. was doomed -- and
within the next few years, at that.

Time has shown that the disasters Carter predicted have not come to pass; in
fact, with the exception of a few challenges here or there, life has been pretty
darn good in the years since 1981, when Reagan took over.

Despite the "Chicken Littles" who continually run around the countryside yelling
"The sky is falling, the sky is falling," life seems to be pretty darn good for most of
us. We have our personal challenges, to be sure; the countries of the world have
setbacks and famines, and droughts, and turmoil. Tragedies ensue, like the Sept.
11 attacks, but still life goes on, and people continue living, falling in love,
building a future, and striving for the best.

It's really doubtful that the sky will ever fall. Reagan knew this truth, and even
though he didn't have an Oxford education, he seemed to be able to
communicate it effectively.

4. Reagan liked people.

It showed in everything he did. He liked the people he met, and what's more -- he
believed in them.



Much has been made over the years about Reagan's hands-off style of
governing. Jimmy Carter was a hands-on president, involved in constant
minutiae all of the day. Reagan was more hands-off. He said he hired good
people and then got out of their way.

Why was he able to do that? He was a good judge of people, because he liked
dealing with them.

Most of the company leaders in this world really don't like people -- and yet the
leaders who constantly care for the people in their care find a workforce of
dedicated followers.

If you need evidence of Reagan's love for people, all you have to do is to read
the comments of the people who stood in line for hours to file past his casket.
Almost to the man, they are some variant of "he gave us eight years, the least I
can do is to give him a few hours."

People are willing to mourn Reagan because they knew he cared about them.

5.  Reagan communicated effectively.

No person who listened to Reagan missed his point. They may not have agreed
with it, but they got what he was trying to say. His words, especially those written
by himself, were fluid, simple, to the point, and full of emotion. He used words
like "home" and "family," not "domicile" or "relations." His speeches were full of
homespun wisdom, addressing the American who was more acquainted with
Norman Rockwell than Picasso.

Reagan changed his talks for his audience, but his concepts and ideals remained
the same.  He used humor effectively, but if he attacked anyone in his jokes, it
was usually himself.

Research, chronicled in business books such as "From Good to Great" teaches
us the importance of effective communication in leaders. As leaders in our
industries, we would do well to learn his ability to easily communicate with others.

Some of the greatest business leaders I have studied have similar traits -- the
ability to communicate effectively, even compellingly.

The power of infectious optimism

It's easy to discount the power of one person, but if you look over your own
group, you'll soon realize that one person or another often sets the mood of your
business. In many offices, the office cynic is the mood-setter, encouraging his or



her co-workers to see the darker side of life. In other offices, it's the office
optimist that makes the mood lighter and cheerful.

Sometimes, the cynic is the boss -- the perennial "the beatings will continue until
morale improves" kind of employer. Other times, the cynic is the mail boy, or a
secretary, or a vice president, or a sales manager. Can the cynic change the
mood of an office? You bet they can! Cynicism acts like a cancer in many offices,
spreading until all the good in an office is consumed.

Can optimism spread in an office? You know the answer to that -- just look at the
history of Reagan. He realistically had few reasons to be optimistic -- his wife had
breast cancer, he had skin, prostate, and colon cancer; he was shot by a would-
be assassin, and his kids were estranged from the family until only recently.
What's worse, he then was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease. And yet, his last
public message, penned by his own hand, talked of the Alzheimer's, but still
spoke of his optimism for the United States, and his love for his beloved Nancy.

Can we impact our own families, our lives, our offices? Yes, we can -- and do.

Should we choose to impact those around us with negativism, or optimism? The
answer should be obvious. Although many of us have struggled in the past with
depression or pessimism of one sort of another, that doesn't mean we shouldn't
take upon ourselves a path of optimistic growth for an ever-brightening future.

Let's become -- or stay -- infectious optimists.

Let optimism be the one thing that people catch from being around us.
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