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The Power of Thought

BY GINNY WRIGHT LAPPORTE, PH.D.

Fresh out of college and eager to work
on the “frontlines” with those in need, I
took a job at an adolescent runaway
shelter outside of Washington, DC.
Ronald Reagan was still in office and
Nancy Reagan was in the throes of her
“Just Say No” campaign to fight the
drug problem plaguing our nation’s
teens. At the time, I was filled with the
youthful idealism typical of so many of
my age-mates, and yet also dedicated to
my goal of going to graduate school and
fostering my intellectual/scientific self.
I'm not sure which part of me objected
more to the simplicity of the first lady’s
“Just  Say No” message. My
idealist/social-minded self assumed that
she was being entirely dismissive of the
complex societal factors which led to
the problems of drugs, alcohol, poverty
and crime. The other (“I'm-going-to-
be-a—psychologist—when—I—grow—up”)
side was equally convinced of her over-
simplicity, only this intellectual self
focused more on the fact that psycho-
logical factors or internal conflict must
be at the root of the problem.

How could encouraging children to
“just say no” prove useful in any way?

To be honest, my skepticism followed
me for some time. I think it was hard
for me to accept that such a simple
modification - replacing a thought or
repeating a statement - could have any
kind of meaningful impact. Truth be
told, there’s no real evidence to suggest
that the “Just Say No” campaign was

successful at a  societal level.

Nonetheless, I have, over time, become
increasingly convinced of the power of
our thoughts to change much about our
lives.

Our contemporaries are certainly not
the first to postulate that there is much
power to be found in our thoughts.
Philosophers, religious figures, poets,
and scientists alike have written about
our ability to change ourselves by chang-
ing our thoughts. Although familiar
phrases like the “power of positive
thinking” or “think and grow rich” are
most often found in the self-help/alter-
native medicine arena, these catchphras-
es have received support in controlled
research regarding the success of cogni-
tive therapy. Cognitive therapy involves
recognizing unhelpful patterns of think-
ing and reacting, then modifying or
replacing these with more realistic or
helpful ones. Mental health research has
fairly consistently found positive results
of using cognitive therapy to treat
depression, anxiety, shyness, social pho-
bias, eating disorders, relationship prob-
lems and many other problems.

Despite the overwhelming research
which supports the power of changing
ones thoughts, many (if not most) peo-
ple remain highly skeptical and are
quick to request alternative forms of
intervention for their emotional dis-
tress. Because negative thoughts or
unhelpful thinking patterns become
highly automatic, many people remain
unaware of what they are thinking, let
alone the impact of those thoughts on
their functioning.

When an event unfolds, our conscious
awareness typically tracks the event as
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follows: 1)The event occurs, which
leads to 2)An emotional response being
experienced, which then leads to 3)A
behavioral response being enacted.
What often goes unnoticed is that the
event does not lead to an emotional
response directly, but rather does so
indirectly by way of a cognitive apprais-
al of the situation.

The following is an example of this
process:

N Telemarketer calls during dinner
- This jerk is interrupting
dinner and I can’t trust his sales
attempts anyway.”

Frustration, annoyance, anger

~ N: Hang up. Respond firmly/
rudely

If ones cognitive appraisal (i.e. thought)
about the situation were different, the
entire event would unfold differently:

N1 Telemarketer calls during dinner

TH “Hmmm there may be a
good deal to be had here.”

i Interest, intrigue, apprecia-
tion
10N: Continue to speak. Respond
in a more friendly/appreciative way.

When one evaluates situations within
this framework, it becomes clear that
events themselves are only partially
responsible for how we feel and behave.
Our appraisal of the situation is proba-
bly the most important influence on
feelings and actions. Another way to
look at it is that if you have concerns
about the way you are either feeling or
behaving, examining the underlying
thought process may be the most effec-
tive way to make the changes you
desire.
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contribute to the individual’s stress by
painting such a bleak picture of the
future. For each individual, the origin
of such a thought could be different.
However, many of us have grown up
with the image of being part of a
happy family and have never even
imagined life without children. If we
havent even imagined the situation,
we certainly cannot expect it to be

happy.

The third and fourth questions speak to
the irrationality of many negative loops.
Is it logical to think that one will never
be happy without having a child?
Although disappointment and pro-
found sadness are unavoidable emo-
tions of infertility, it would be a choice
to remain forever unhappy without a
child. It is illogical to believe that being
childless necessarily leads to unhappi-
ness. Putting it all together, the answer
to the fourth question, “Is this thought
true?” is a definite no.
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To restructure one’s negative thinking
takes work, and negative thoughts can-
not be replaced with untruthful, pie-in-
the-sky happy thoughts. No one should
expect the someone suffering with
infertility to replace the negative loop
with “T will be grateful if I do not have
a child.” Rather, a truthful cognition
that is nonetheless more positive might
be, “If I don’t have a child, I will be sad,
but I will find alternative experiences to
bring me happiness.”

Except our own thoughts,

there is nothing

avsolutely in our power.

As has been written before (both in
this column and elsewhere), one of the
hardest aspects of infertility is the
sense that something of such impor-
tance is so very much out of our con-
trol. One aspect of our experience over

HUNTINGTON

Fullerton
Laguna Hills
Pasadena
donation programs
ST
reana ®Gender Selection
® Qocyte Cryopreserv
Westlake Villape ® Hiph success rates
West Los Angeles

www.havingbabies.com

which we have ultimate control is our
thoughts. It takes work, including
nearly constant self-examination, to
recognize the nature of our negative
thoughts and to confront those
thoughts in an honest and productive
way. Can changing your thoughts
improve your chance at conception?
Nobody knows for sure. But, chal-
lenging your negative thoughts can
make the rest of your life — during and
after the infertility — significantly
more enjoyable and productive.
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