
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Happiness Studies
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-022-00507-4

1 3

RESEARCH PAPER

Differentiating Optimists from Pessimists in the Prediction 
of Emotional Intelligence, Happiness, and Life Satisfaction: 
A Latent Profile Analysis

Ana Blasco‑Belled1   · Radosław Rogoza2,3   · Cristina Torrelles‑Nadal4   · 
Carles Alsinet4 

Accepted: 31 January 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
What are the differences between optimists and pessimists? The aim of this study is to 
analyze the differences reported by optimists and pessimists in terms of three psychologi-
cal variables: emotional intelligence (EI), happiness, and life satisfaction. To answer this 
question, we examined the extent to which a combination of different levels of optimism 
and pessimism can differently predict EI, happiness, and life satisfaction in two independ-
ent samples (891 adults, 494 adolescents). To do that, we introduced a person-centered 
approach, which offers several advantages in the study of optimism over the extended, pre-
dominant variable-centered approach. Then, using a latent profile analysis, we identified 
three groups of individuals with a similar optimism–pessimism configuration: optimists, 
ambivalents, and pessimists. The results obtained supported our hypothesis that optimists 
report higher EI, happiness, and life satisfaction levels than those reported by pessimists. 
Low levels of optimism, rather than high levels of pessimism, distinguish optimistic from 
non-optimistic people in the prediction of external outcomes. Our results suggest that opti-
mism and pessimism can be viewed as separate yet correlated traits that can be grouped 
together to explain individual affective and cognitive differences, which encourage the 
refinement of strategies and interventions used in psychology practice.

Keywords  Optimism · Pessimism · Emotional intelligence · Happiness · Life satisfaction · 
Latent profile analysis

1  Introduction

Although the popular expression of “seeing the glass half full or half empty” might 
be recognized as a popular cliché to refer to optimists and pessimists outside of the 
scientific community, little is known about what makes people see the same glass in a 
different manner. To date, research has differentiated optimists from pessimists in sev-
eral dynamics. Behaviorally, optimists are more perseverant of goal accomplishments 
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by means of active problem-solving strategies, and they enjoy a higher probability of 
success. Cognitively, optimists picture a brighter future, which is likely to be reached 
through plan-guided behavior. Emotionally, optimists feel confident when facing adver-
sity and tend to make use of their affective resources when dealing with uncertainty 
and goal unattainability (Carver et al., 2010). Notwithstanding, little is known about the 
combination of different levels of optimism and pessimism that set these two profiles 
apart. Therefore, the aim of this study is to provide empirical arguments to strengthen 
the question of why people might see the same glass in different ways by identifying 
individual similarities and differences between optimists and pessimists.

1.1 � Optimism, Pessimism, and Outcome‑related Differences

From the traditional perspective, optimism is a trait defined as an individual’s gen-
eralized expectation of the occurrence of positive future events (Carver et  al., 2010). 
Optimism has been positively associated with emotional, physical, and mental health 
(Bouchard et  al., 2017; Gallagher et  al., 2019) and negatively associated with anxiety 
(Boman & Yates, 2001) and depression (Shapira & Mongrain, 2010). On the other hand, 
pessimism has been associated with lower psychological well-being, health-damaging 
behaviors, and social withdrawal (Carver et al., 2003), higher risk of suffering depres-
sion and obsessive–compulsive symptoms (van der Velden et  al., 2007). Unlike opti-
mism, pessimism yields people to expect darker scenarios, to be doubtful and insecure 
about their chances to reach a goal, and to persevere less and thus be less likely to suc-
ceed (Carver et  al., 2010; Nes & Segerstrom, 2006). While optimism is characterized 
by the flexible use of adaptive coping strategies (e.g., dealing with adverse situations), 
pessimism is characterized by the use of disengagement strategies (e.g., escaping from 
the stressor) that hinder goal accomplishment (Nes & Segerstrom, 2006), which was 
conceptualized as a maladaptive strategy related to negative outcomes (Prati & Pietran-
toni, 2009).

The assessment of optimism has been surrounded by debates about its dimensionality. 
Although the scale to assess optimism was designed to measure it as a one-dimensional 
construct (Scheier & Carver, 1985), other authors have advocated a bidimensional struc-
ture wherein optimism and pessimism are better accounted as separate factors (Deptula 
et al., 2021; Herzberg et al., 2006; Hinz et al., 2017; Jovanović & Gavrilov-Jerković, 2013), 
even in adolescent samples (Creed et al., 2002; Tejada-Gallardo et al., 2020). Arguing that 
measuring optimism–pessimism as a continuum may miss important information, Marshall 
et al. (1992) demonstrated that optimism and pessimism are two different factors in terms 
of structure (e.g., a two-factor structure showed better fit than a one-factor structure) and 
relationships with personality and affect (e.g., optimism was related to extraversion and 
positive affect, whereas pessimism was related to neuroticism, depression and negative 
affect).

In view of the above-mentioned, and following the call of Carver et al., (2010) for more 
research into the dimensionality of optimism, applying an alternative perspective to meas-
ure it can provide novel insights about the structure of optimism. Supported by the notion 
that changes in personality traits and life experiences are reciprocal and continuously influ-
ence each other (Wrzus & Roberts, 2017), scholars have challenged the trait stability of 
optimism (Li et al., 2019). In the same way that this finding broadened the understanding 
of optimism beyond the traditional trait view, we propose that research in the field can also 
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benefit from embracing a person-centered approach in which optimism and pessimism are 
seen as the result of an interplay of characteristics.

1.2 � Optimism or Optimists? From a Variable‑centered to a Person‑centered 
Approach

A relevant aspect of the aforementioned studies is that their results were obtained follow-
ing a variable-centered approach, based on the premise that optimism has a dimensional 
structure (Eichner et al., 2014). The focus of those studies was on describing associations 
between variables (i.e., predictors explaining variance in outcomes; Eye & Bogat, 2006; 
Muthén & Muthén, 2000). Despite the results obtained from this approach alluded to opti-
mism (and pessimism) as a general construct rather than personal characteristics, research-
ers and laypeople interchangeably refer to optimists (and pessimists) when describing oth-
ers in real life settings. This might reflect inaccuracy in interpretation of the results, since 
studies from the variable-centered approach seem unsuited to infer such attributions.

By contrast, the person-centered approach focuses on describing intraindividual differ-
ences between groups (Lubke & Muthén, 2005) as it assumes that the sample might be 
composed of different subgroups of individuals with a distinct set of characteristics, which 
can also serve to assess the dimensionality of psychological constructs (Morin et al., 2017). 
Provided that the group studied is non-homogeneous and the variables are not connected to 
each other in the same way for all people, the potential of the person-centered approach is 
in dividing the sample into profiles that share a similar optimism–pessimism configuration 
(Eye & Bogat, 2006; Muthén & Muthén, 2000). As a result, the person-centered approach 
groups people (e.g., optimists) instead of variables (e.g., optimism). This approach was 
recently applied to peer optimism in a longitudinal study (Deptula et  al., 2021), and 
although the sample (children) and the measurement (peer optimism) were different from 
our study, the results suggested that the person-centered approach can be useful in this line 
of inquiry.

The introduction of this approach in the study of optimism offers several advantages 
that could not otherwise be obtained using a variable-centered approach. For instance, we 
can categorize individuals, revealing the proportions of people in each group in an empiri-
cal world. In addition, we can examine the complex interactions between optimism and 
pessimism by identifying different profiles, rather than by probing the interaction effect 
between optimism and pessimism on arbitrary guidelines; for example, individuals 1 stand-
ard deviation (SD) above the mean of optimism and 1 SD below the mean of pessimism as 
a group.

Assuming that variations in optimism are one of degree rather than kind (Eichner et al., 
2014), our primary concern is not to find out how many types of optimists or non-optimists 
exist, but rather to examine the outcomes that different combinations of optimism–pessi-
mism levels can produce. This allows referring to optimists and pessimists more accurately 
through person-centered analyses. Since variable- and person-centered approaches address 
different research questions and are complementary (Morin et  al., 2017), they may shed 
light on the study of optimism from distinct and insightful perspectives.
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1.3 � Selection of Variables to Identify Different Profiles

To explore the extent to which optimists and pessimists differ in the prediction of exter-
nal variables, we examined different correlates, such as emotional intelligence (EI) and 
two indicators of subjective well-being (i.e., life satisfaction and happiness). EI refers to 
the capacity to process emotion-related information (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). As compo-
nents of subjective well-being, life satisfaction captures individuals’ cognitive evaluations 
of their life circumstances, whereas happiness captures individuals’ emotional experiences 
(Diener et al., 1999). Although happiness can entail different definitions depending on the 
cultural context, it generally involves a preponderance of positive over negative emotional 
states (Bradburn, 1969). These three variables have been largely related to optimism in the 
literature (see Segerstrom et  al., 2017) and can contribute to differentiate between opti-
mistic and pessimistic individuals. With regard to the components of EI, optimism was 
related positively to emotional clarity and emotional repair, while pessimism was related 
positively to emotional attention and negatively to emotional repair (Extremera et al., 2007; 
Tejada-Gallardo et al., 2020). Optimism is a strong predictor of happiness and life satisfac-
tion (Alarcon et al., 2013; Chang et al., 2020; Daukantaitė & Zukauskiene, 2012), although 
the prospective effects on these outcomes seem to be weaker (Jovanović et al., 2021).

1.4 � The Current Study

The primary goal of the current study is to investigate the extent to which optimists differ 
from pessimists in terms of EI, happiness, and life satisfaction. To that end, we aim to iden-
tify several profiles of individuals sharing similar characteristics based on a combination of 
different levels of optimism and pessimism. To provide additional validation to our hypoth-
esis, we analyzed the profiles in a sample of adults and adolescents to test whether the dis-
tribution can be replicated in different populations. This field of research has accumulated 
great knowledge over the past decades. However, to our concern, no study has addressed 
the question of how optimistic and pessimistic people can be distinguished on the basis of 
a combination of these traits, and there is a lack of studies explicitly focusing on pessimists 
(Carver et al., 2010). Since optimists use more adaptive coping and have higher positive 
expectancies than pessimists as a result of past experiences (Scheier & Carver, 1985), we 
hypothesize that optimists will report higher EI, happiness, and life satisfaction levels than 
those reported by pessimists.

2 � Method

2.1 � Participants and Procedure

Data were obtained from two separate samples. The first sample comprised 891 undergrad-
uates from the University of Lleida, Spain (73.3% female; Mage = 21.61; SD = 4.18) who 
participated voluntarily in a project consisting in the identification and promotion of posi-
tive traits and did not receive any compensation. The second sample comprised 494 ado-
lescents (52.7% female; Mage = 15.31; SD = 0.54) from two high schools who participated 
in the same project, which was adapted to this population. All participants were provided 
with access to an online platform to complete a survey including all the measures. The 
research conditions for obtaining the data from adults and adolescents were the same. They 
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completed the questions in around 15 min and obtained an individualized report with their 
results at the end, which was subsequently explained by a psychologist to allow them to 
understand the role of these traits in the promotion of well-being. We provided an explana-
tion of the study’s goals in the survey, including the terms of confidentiality and anonym-
ity. We also extensively informed the participants regarding the procedure and purpose of 
the project, and they signed an informed consent form prior to enrollment in the program. 
For adolescents, the consent was obtained from their parents or legal tutor. Only those who 
completed the whole protocol were included in the study.

2.2 � Measures

The Life Orientation Test—Revised (LOT-R; Scheier et al., 1994; Spanish version by Fer-
rando et al., 2002) is a scale composed of six items (three positively and three negatively 
worded) evaluating whether people expect good or bad outcomes in life using a 7-point 
Likert scale (0 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Four additional filler items are 
included but they are not subjected to analysis. The reliability estimate for optimism and 
pessimism was α = 0.71 and α = 0.60, respectively1 for adults, and α = 0.71 and α = 0.57, 
respectively for adolescents. A sample item is, “In uncertain times, I usually expect the 
best.”

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et  al., 1985; Spanish version by 
Vázquez et al., 2013) is a five-item questionnaire that evaluates the degree of satisfaction 
with life as a whole. Participants are asked to rate their satisfaction with life on a 7-point 
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). The reliability estimate was 
α = 0.80 for adults and α = 0.82 for adolescents. A sample item is, “So far I have gotten the 
important things I want in life.”

The Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999; Spanish version 
by Extremera & Fernández-Berrocal, 2014) is a four-item (one reversed) survey in which 
participants rate the extent to which they are in accordance with happiness statements on a 
7-point Likert scale, considering the definition of happiness from the respondent’s perspec-
tive. The internal consistency was α = 0.74 for adults and α = 0.60 for adolescents. A sam-
ple item is, “Compared with most of my peers, I consider myself…” (e.g., 1 = less happy to 
7 = more happy).

The Trait Meta-Mood Scale (TMMS-24; Salovey et  al., 1995; Spanish version by 
Fernández-Berrocal, Extremera, & Ramos, 2004) comprises 24 items assessing perceived 
EI and provides scores on three dimensions: emotional attention (attending ones’ and 
others’ affective responses), emotional clarity (identifying and understanding those emo-
tional patterns), and emotional repair (being able to regulate ones’ and others’ emotions in 
order to cope with situational demands). It uses a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disa-
gree to 5 = strongly agree). The internal reliability was αattention = 0.89; αclarity = 0.88; and 
αrepair = 0.85 in adults, and αattention = 0.87; αclarity = 0.88; and αrepair = 0.83 in adolescents. A 
sample item (for emotional clarity) is, “I am usually very clear about my feelings.”

1  Previous studies also found low reliabilities in pessimism (Abdullah et  al., 2018; Armbruster, Pieper, 
Klotsche & Hoyer, 2015). Given the low number of items, alpha’s reliability might be artificially low (see 
e.g., Sijtsma, 2009). We also tested the reliability of the one-factor model and α was .71 in adults and .61 in 
adolescents.
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2.3 � Data Analysis

First, we tested whether each measure is a structurally valid instrument in each of the two 
samples using confirmatory factor analyses. We analyzed the following measurement mod-
els: (1) the LOT-R, which comprises two correlated factors measuring optimism and pes-
simism, each loaded by three respective items; the (2) one-factor SWLS; (3) the one-factor 
SHS; and (4) the TMMS-24, in which 8 items are loaded on each specific factor of emo-
tional attention, clarity, and repair (factor loadings are reported in supplementary materi-
als). To evaluate the fit of these measurement models, we followed the standard criteria of 
Comparative Fit Index (CF) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) > 0.90 and Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08 (Byrne, 1994). We used the robust maximum 
likelihood estimation for all models tested. After the verification of the measurement mod-
els, we extracted the latent means (i.e., factor scores of each individual) because they have 
been found to be superior to summated scores, as a result of the control of the shared vari-
ance and measurement error (Kline, 2013).

To assess whether people can be characterized by a combination of different levels in 
optimism and pessimism, we followed the three-step procedure for latent class predictor 
variables (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014). This method allows testing how people differ 
in being optimistic and pessimistic and how these differences predict the association with 
external outcomes (i.e., distal outcomes), such as EI, happiness, and life satisfaction.

In the first step, we used latent profile analysis (LPA), a variant of latent class analy-
sis for continuous variables, to identify the smallest number of subgroups of individuals 
sharing similar characteristics (i.e., latent profiles) on the basis of a combination of the 
observed variables (i.e., indicators), such as optimism and pessimism. In other words, we 
analyzed whether it is possible to distinguish the profiles of people who differ in their com-
bination of being optimistic and pessimistic. To determine how many profiles should be 
extracted, we evaluated the Akaike information criterion (AIC), Bayesian information cri-
terion (BIC), and adjusted BIC (aBIC), the lowest value of which suggested the best-fitting 
number of classes (Li et  al., 2019). In addition, we used the Lo–Mendell–Rubin likeli-
hood ratio test (LMR), adjusted LMR (aLMR), and bootstrap likelihood ratio test (BLRT) 
to compare the models of the k profile and k − 1 profile. When comparing models (e.g., 
three-profile versus four-profile), the presence of significant p-values in the higher-class 
model (four-profile) indicates a preference to choose the model with one fewer class (three-
profile) (Nylund et al., 2007). In addition to these indicators, to select the most appropriate 
model, it is important for the classes of each latent profile model to be interpretable, with 
a considerable size, and its manifest allocation should be characterized by overall certainty 
(Wetzel et al., 2016).

In the second step, we estimated the measurement error for the most likely class varia-
ble N, which was used as a latent class indicator (specified as a nominal variable) in the fol-
lowing step. In the third and final step, we analyzed whether profile membership predicts 
differences in relation to distal outcomes to test our hypothesis that optimists report higher 
EI, happiness, and life satisfaction levels than those reported by pessimists. Associations 
with distal outcomes were explored as a function of linear regression with class-varying 
residual variances (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014). All analyses were performed in Mplus 
v.7.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012). The data and syntaxes necessary to replicate the 
study are available at Open Science Framework.
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3 � Results

3.1 � Verification of the Underlying Factorial Structure of the Measures

As an initial step, each measurement model was verified to extract the latent mean scores 
on which the LPA was based. Table 1 presents the model fit of the analyzed models.

All the models were well fitted to the data, confirming the hypothesized factorial struc-
ture of the measures.2 In order to achieve acceptable model fit, we added correlations 
between certain residuals in the model of EI as indicated by the inspection of the modifica-
tion indices (see the syntax available at OSF). The latent means could, thus, be meaning-
fully used within the LPA.3

3.2 � Differentiation of Classes According to the Combination of Optimism 
and Pessimism

In total, we tested five latent profile models differing in the number of classes (from 
two- to six-profile). For adults, according to the AIC and BIC, the six-profile model 
should be chosen as the best-fitted model (see Table 2). Nonetheless, the LMR test was 
non-significant for the five-profile model, indicating a preference to choose the model 
with one fewer class. Although the entropy values were moderate, they were similar 
across all the compared groups, suggesting that adults can be classified into profiles 
with certainty. The average latent class probabilities, which inform about the probability 
of being in a profile according to the pattern of scores on indicator variables, ranged 

Table 1   Model fit of the measurement models

p-values are significant at .05
a Correlation between residuals were freed between items 1–2, 6–7, 12–13, and 12-factor 1 (emotional atten-
tion)
b Correlation between residuals were freed between items 2–8, 12–13 and 22–23

χ2
(df) p CFI TLI RMSEA[90%CI]

Adults
Optimism 812.608(15)  < .001 .971 .946 .057[.036-.078]
Life satisfaction 1116.241(10)  < .001 .989 .977 .053[.028-.081]
Happiness 671.384(6)  < .001 1.000 1.002 .000[.000-.062]
Emotional intelligencea 8560.295(276)  < .001 .901 .888 .061[.058-.065]

Adolescents
Optimism 355.214 (15)  < .001 .935 .877 .075[.048-.105]
Life satisfaction 711.255 (10)  < .001 .998 .997 .022[.000-.069]
Happiness 325.813 (6)  < .001 1.000 1.006 .000[.000-.081]
Emotional intelligenceb 4978.038(276)  < .001 .903 .891 .061[.056-.067]

2  We also tested the one-factor model of optimism and the fit indices were worse than the two-factor 
model (χ2(df) = 812.608(15), p < .001, CFI = .820, TLI = .701, RMSEA[90%CI] = .134[.115-.153] for adults; 
χ2(df) = 355.214 (15), CFI = .650, TLI = .417, RMSEA[90%CI] = .164[.139-.190] for adolescents).
3  Full scalar invariance was achieved for optimism and pessimism. See supplementary materials.
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from 0.75 (class 3) to 0.85 (class 2) for the four-profile model, suggesting good cer-
tainty of classification.

The replication results in adolescents indicated that the three-profile model should be 
selected (see supplementary materials for details). Figures  1 and S1 present the latent 
means of optimism and pessimism for the four- and three-profile models to clarify the dis-
tribution of classes. The three-profile models comprised a group of ambivalents (similar 
scores in optimism and pessimism, with values close to 0), optimists (higher scores in opti-
mism than in pessimism), and pessimists (higher scores in pessimism than in optimism). 
Likewise, the four-profile models comprised a group of optimists, ambivalent-highs (simi-
lar scores in optimism and pessimism, with values above 0), pessimists, and ambivalent-
lows (similar scores in optimism and pessimism, but with lower scores than those of the 
ambivalent-highs). Given that ambivalent-highs and ambivalent-lows followed akin distri-
butions, we considered the option of joining them. Based on the descriptives, the groups of 
ambivalents in the three-profile models comprised the two groups of ambivalent-highs and 
ambivalent-lows from the four-profile models in both samples. In fact, the sum of ambiv-
alent-highs and ambivalent-lows in the four-profile model for adults resulted in the same 
number of participants as the class of ambivalents in the three-profile model (n = 395).

Given all of this, and for the sake of interpretation, we decided to select the three-profile 
model (for both samples). Although we acknowledge that several statistical indicators sug-
gested a preference for the four-profile model for adults, the conceptual sense for result 
interpretation and the small differences between the profiles guided our decision that the 
three-profile model would be more informative. Table 3 shows the mean scores of opti-
mism and pessimism across the three profiles for adults.

The three profiles were labeled as ambivalents (class 1), pessimists (class 2), and opti-
mists (class 3). The first class, which accounted for 44.3% of adult participants, comprised 
people who were slightly pessimists and low optimists. The second class represented 9.6% 
of the adults and comprised people with high levels of pessimism and very low levels of 

-2
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-1
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0

0.5

1

3-profile adults

optimism pessimism

-2

-1.5

-1
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0
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1

3-profile adolescents

optimism pessimism

Ambivalents Pessimists Optimists Ambivalents Pessimists Optimists

Fig. 1   Three-Profile Model in Adults (left) and Adolescents (right)

Table 3   Latent mean scores on optimism and pessimism across latent profiles for adults

Variables Profile 1 Ambivalents Profile 2 Pessimists Profile 3 Optimists

Adults (n = 395; 44.3%) (n = 85; 9.6%) (n = 411; 46.1%)
Optimism  − .18  − 0.96 .41
Pessimism .12 .43  − .22
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optimism. The third class was the most numerous and represented 46.1% of the adults, 
characterized by higher levels of optimism than those of pessimism (with negative or 
close-to-zero scores).

3.3 � Prediction of Distal Outcomes

Table 4 presents the mean scores for distal outcomes across each latent profile in adults.
Only the group of optimists showed positive associations with the predicted outcomes, 

while pessimists and ambivalents exhibited negative associations, with pessimists report-
ing more negative values. This supported our hypothesis. In the case of adults, pessimists 
had the highest associations with happiness and life satisfaction (negative), ambivalents 
had the highest associations with emotional repair (negative), and optimists had the highest 
associations with happiness and emotional repair. Among the three EI components, emo-
tional attention was only significant for optimists. Emotional repair presented the highest 
mean scores, in either a positive or a negative way. These results suggest that optimism is 
related to more positive outcomes, with emotional attention as a discriminant predictor of 
non-optimistic people (i.e., pessimists and ambivalents).4

4 � Discussion

Several academic debates continue to focus on the boundaries between optimists and pes-
simists. Since research advocates the dimensional latent structure of optimism, several 
endeavors have been made to increase the degree of optimism rather than turning pessi-
mists into optimists (Eichner et al., 2014). Considering these findings, we investigated the 
extent to which differences in the degree of optimism/pessimism can be used for group-
ing people with a similar configuration. The introduction of a person-centered approach, a 
novelty in this field, showed that variations in the degree of optimism/pessimism revealed 

Table 4   Mean scores across latent profiles on emotional intelligence, happiness and life satisfaction dis-
played by adults

* p < .01; **p < .005; ***p < .001
1 refers to “ “ = ” the groups are not significantly different

Outcome Profile 1 
Ambivalents 
M (SE)

Profile 2 Pessimists M 
(SE)

Profile 3 
Optimists M 
(SE)

Significant dif-
ferences between 
profiles

Adults
Emotional attention  − .036(.03)  − .071(.06) .056(.03)* 2 = 1 < 3
Emotional clarity  − .141(.04)***  − .679(.08)*** .326(.04)*** 2 < 1 < 3
Emotional repair  − .308(.04)***  − .868(.09)*** .547(.04)*** 2 < 1 < 3
Happiness  − .158(.04)***  − 1.473(.09)*** .554(.03)*** 2 < 1 < 3
Life satisfaction . − 122(.05)*  − 1.420(.09)*** .507(.03)*** 2 < 1 < 3

4  All the results for the adolescent sample are presented in the supplementary materials. The pattern of 
relationships was replicated and therefore the findings were consistent with those of the adult sample.
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differences in the prediction of EI, happiness, and life satisfaction. This allows us to pro-
vide some insights into how to refine strategies aimed at promoting optimism.

4.1 � Can We Identify Optimists and Pessimists?

In general, the present findings have important implications that connect directly with the 
scientific discussion about the structure of optimism. In light of our results, optimism and 
pessimism can be viewed as separate yet correlated traits that can be grouped together to 
explain individual affective and cognitive differences. Although some researchers advo-
cate for a unidimensional continuum for the sake of “simplicity” (Segerstrom et al., 2017, 
p.197), a two-dimensional structure has been supported by the literature (Deptula et  al., 
2021; Herzberg et al., 2006; Hinz et al., 2017; Jovanović & Gavrilov-Jerković, 2013).

Our study showed that it is possible to describe different profiles with a similar combi-
nation of optimism/pessimism. To reinforce our findings, we replicated the analysis in two 
independent samples. This does not negate the fact that optimism has a latent structure or 
that people differ in the degree of this trait; our analysis, however, encourages the consid-
eration of the possibility of categorizing individuals on the basis of a complex interaction 
between optimism and pessimism. Because our main interest was to examine the potential 
differences of each profile in relation to certain outcomes, the present findings might bridge 
with the valuable literature from the variable-centered approach.

Three distinct profiles were described across the two samples: optimists, ambivalents, 
and pessimists. Supporting our hypothesis, optimists showed greater EI, happiness, and life 
satisfaction levels than those shown by pessimists. More specifically, happiness, emotional 
repair, and life satisfaction were the outcomes with the highest (and lowest) scores for opti-
mists (and pessimists). A more detailed discussion regarding the main outcomes is pro-
vided in the remaining of the section.

4.2 � Optimists Predict Different Outcomes than Pessimists

Studies investigating several paths of difference between optimists and pessimists have 
indicated that those with more positive expectancies are less emotionally vulnerable and 
cope better with adversity (Barnett & Martinez, 2015; Chang et al., 2020). In our study, 
individuals in the optimistic profile reported higher emotional repair, which might explain 
the tendency of optimists to accept reality, reframe uncontrollable situations (i.e., viewing 
the situation in the best possible light; Aspinwall et al., 2001), and use flexible, adaptive 
coping strategies (e.g., dealing with adverse situations; Nes & Segerstrom, 2006).

Emotional attention seemed to be a discriminant outcome between optimists and non-
optimists (e.g., ambivalents and pessimists). The significant negative relationship with 
emotional attention in the group of ambivalent adolescents (characterized by very low lev-
els of optimism) suggests that low levels in this trait are associated with a worse perfor-
mance of this EI component. A previous study highlighted the role of emotional attention 
in predicting less happiness and life satisfaction, seemingly due to the sensitivity of indi-
viduals to perceive more distress (Blasco-Belled et al., 2020). We presume that optimists 
may display a more appropriate level of emotional attention that favors their regulatory 
strategies aimed at reducing stressors. Overall, holding a positive outlook of life might 
facilitate the envisioning of potential future difficulties, affording the possibility of plan-
ning behavior and choosing the most appropriate course of action (Taylor & Schneider, 
1989).
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We found that being optimistic, rather than pessimistic, is associated with greater happi-
ness and life satisfaction. This is in line with previous literature linking optimism to more 
adaptive outcomes, such as better well-being and mental health (Bouchard et  al., 2017; 
Gallagher et  al., 2019). In a similar vein, Joshanloo et  al. (2017) showed that optimism 
moderates the relationship between the fragility of happiness (i.e., the belief that happi-
ness is fragile and temporary) and happiness, but only in individuals with low levels of 
optimism. This suggests that a lack of positive future expectancies can reduce subjective 
well-being.

4.3 � General Implications

Conceptualizing optimism and pessimism separately may have two main implications in 
the general field. First, this separation might prove helpful to understand the distinct pat-
terns of behavior, specifically future thinking, across cultures; in some countries, being 
pessimistic promotes coping strategies, whereas in others it relates to effective problem 
resolution (Baumeister et  al., 2016). Second, it may refine the direction that optimism-
based strategies should follow. It seems that what makes the glass half full is the presence 
of moderate to high levels of optimism, rather than the lack of pessimism. Hence, increas-
ing people’s levels of optimism, rather than preventing pessimism, should be a target of 
psychological interventions. Navigating from lower to upper levels of optimism seems to 
be more tenable than preventing people from being pessimistic (Eichner et al., 2014). We 
briefly propose some evidence-based caveats that could be useful for practitioners.

Developing alternative, self-enhancing explanations to (re)interpret life events can 
be effective to increase the levels of optimism. To do that, cognitive reconstruction and 
positive imagery have proved useful in clinical and cognitive therapy (Eagleson et  al., 
2016; Wright et  al., 2006). Optimism-based strategies for clinical and community sam-
ples typically include the recall of positive experiences and the maintenance of pleasure 
(i.e., savoring strategies) because they contribute to positive emotional regulation and 
happiness (Koydemir et al., 2020). This merits consideration because, insofar as low opti-
mism is associated with higher attention to emotions, which thereafter seems to decrease 
well-being, engaging in a more optimistic outlook may also promote EI. Altogether, by 
understanding the distinguishing outcomes between optimists and pessimists, research 
can pave the way for sharpening the specific components to be addressed in psychological 
interventions.

4.4 � Limitaions and Future Directions

Some limitations need to be acknowledged. This study was cross-sectional in nature and 
it was based on self-report measures. Hence, it would be useful to include non-standard 
instruments to assess behavioral assets in future research. The sample of adults was almost 
twice as big as that of adolescents and both groups reported different variances in the 
measures. These specificities may hinder the comparison of the results, and the high rep-
resentativeness of the mean in the adolescent sample suggests that it may be a non-random 
sample. Although the two samples reported a similar configuration of profiles, the decision 
to select the three-profile model was based upon conceptual and statistical criteria, yet the 
group of pessimists in adolescents was very small. Therefore, the interpretation and gen-
eralization of the results should be made with caution. Also, the difference in age across 
the two samples may be small, and potential developmental differences may take place. 
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Replicating the results in different cultures and with larger differences in age might be 
worth consideration in future studies.
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