
 
POSITIVE THINKING WORKS!  
 
With new age thinking working its way into mainstream culture, the term affirmation is 
increasingly being heard- and misunderstood. Affirmations are positive statements about your 
goals meant to be repeated daily, silently to yourself and in writing. Touted as a panacea by 
some ("Improve your whole life, with no effort, in just minutes a day!"), affirmations are scoffed at 
by others as just more feel-good twaddle. 
("It's pseudo brainwashing-how can repeating I now have a great job and fulfilling relationship 
change anything?"). In the debate, one simple fact is being overlooked: used regularly and with 
concentration, affirmations are a powerful psychological tool for growth. 
Do affirmations really work? Research shows they do. Cancer patients, for example, are taught 
to use affirmations "because, used with commitment and enthusiasm, affirmations can have a 
powerful impact on beliefs, emotions, and health," says O. Carl Simonton, M.D., head of the 
Simonton Cancer Center and author of Getting Well Again.  
Herbert Benson, M.D., a professor at Harvard Medical School, president of the Mind/Body 
Institute at the New England Deaconess Hospital, and author of a book that contains 
affirmations. The Maximum Mind, agrees: The mind affects the body; thoughts can altar 
physiology. Stressful thoughts lead to stressful reactions, while affirmations can lead to positive 
physiological changes. 
When used properly, along with relaxation techniques, affirmations allow you to achieve a very 
focused state of mind, shutting out distractions and thereby opening the door to your 
unconscious, says Dr. Benson. It's here, according to Milton H. Erickson, M.D., the noted 
psychiatrist who pioneered therapeutic hypnosis, that all true change rakes place. Affirmations 
can be an effective way to bring to light and reverse those unconscious limiting beliefs that daily 
undermine so many people's lives. The power of positive thinking has become a cliché, but it's a 
fact nonetheless, says Massachusetts psychologist Daniel Goleman, Ph.D., author of The 
Meditative Mind.  "Positive states of mind have a very beneficial effect on mental and physical 
health." Affirmations can help you change subtle, self defeating attitudes into supportive inner 
dialogue.  
Of course, affirmations alone can't take the place of one-on-one therapy, a good support group, 
or a 12-Step program. "They are most effective when part of a comprehensive health approach," 
notes Dr. Benson. In fact "Using only affirmations to try to solve your problems can be just 
another way to obsess about your problems and keep yourself from forming supportive 
relationships with caring people," cautions Margaret Kornfeld, a psychologist and teacher at the 
Institute of Religion and Health in New York City. "But, when coupled with action and effort, they 
do hasten your natural growth process by letting you listen to your deepest self and get in touch 
which what you want from life." 
Affirmation - positive statements about yourself that enhance your confidence may sound like a 
New Age fad. But psychologists now attest to the technique's effectiveness. Here's how to try it 
yourself 
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AFFIRMATIONS DEMYSTIFIED 
 
On the surface, using affirmations sounds magical.  But rest assured chat no Tinker bell 
sprinkles you with fairy dust. Then hands you the Prince's unlisted phone number-you still have 
to get up, go to work, and deal with your everyday problems. Affirmations require daily effort and 
introspection on your part, but reward you with the ability to better focus and concentrate on your 
goals.  You, of course, need to take action toward your goals in the real world, but the journey is 



smoother-more in fact-when your mind is a purring Porsche instead of a wheezy old jalopy.  
Many people who use affirmations find that they accomplish their aims-whether these are 
meeting great men, making new friends, or landing just the night job-with less manipulation or 
worry. 
In her book I Deserve Love, Sondra Ray explains one excellent technique (other personal-
growth and stress-reduction experts teach different versions): Affirmations must always be in 
positive, specific words, in the present tense, and include your name.  It's also important to aim 
for a goal that stretches you but is realistic.  For example, if your annual salary is $16,000, 
neither your subconscious nor the job market is going to buy "I now earn $1,000 a week"-$500 a 
week is more reasonable.  At least half of your conscious mind has to believe your goal is 
possible in order for it to be effective, says Rick Jarow, Ph.D., a New York City therapist who 
gives personal-growth seminars. 
 
Even if the examples (see below) apply to you, it's far more effective to create your own 
affirmations, notes Dr. Simonton, so that they resonate with your personal vision of life.  If done 
as a rote maneuver, affirmations lose much, if not all, of their effectiveness. 
 
Ineffective Examples 
 

• I will not wake up late and cranky anymore. 
 

• I will stop being attracted to uncommunicative/uncaring men. 
 

• My rotten boss will no longer be a picky, workaholic perfectionist. 
 

• I'm going to make lots more money next year. 
 
Effective Examples 
 

• I (name), now wake up on tune, refreshed and energetic. 
 
• I (name) am ready now to attract only supportive caring men into my life. 
 
• My boss (name) and I [name], now have a mutually respectful, productive relationship. 

 
• I (name) now earn $30,000 a year doing work I enjoy. 

 
 
 
It's most effective to write your affirmations ten or 20 times in one session a day, by hand, 
typewriter, or computer.  Before you begin an affirmation, bring yourself to a focused, relaxed 
state.  "You can't use the technique effectively if you're anxious or distracted, explains Dr. 
Benson.  You can achieve inner calm by closing your eyes and breathing slowly and deeply, or 
by visualizing a beautiful scene such as a beach. 
 
As you write your affirmation, you'll find negative, limiting thoughts coming to mind.  This is why 
affirmations are in the present tense; most anyone can believe she’ll double her 'income "some- 
day," but "someday" might be ten years from now.  Your immediate reactions ("Hah!  I’ll always 
be broke") show you exactly what kinds of "old programming" are holding you back.  Write these 
down briefly as they occur to you. 
 



Susan, for example, is the youngest in a family of writers and felt blocked about completing her 
book.  Her affirmation, followed by the negative responses she felt, showed her that her self 
confidence wasn’t the core issue: 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it. 
 

• I don't believe that I'm just a small, junior writer. 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it. 
 
I’m always seen as a beginner, not an expert. 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it.  My editor doesn’t believe in 
me; she probably regrets giving me the contract. 

 
• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it. Maybe I can but then why 

can’t I ignore the fact that my sister’s act jealous of me? 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it. I hate having to hold myself 
back because.  I’m afraid I will surpass my sisters’ achievements and hurt them. 

 
• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it.  Or I’m afraid that they’ll hurt 

me because of their jealousy. 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it.  I know I can.  And I want to. 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it.  I can do it.  All this fuss is 
about my family, not the book. 

 
• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it.  I can.  And I can learn to 

handle my sisters’ reactions okay. 
 

• I, Susan, can write this book and do a good job on it.  I am a good writer!  My 
family’s reaction is a separate matter. 

 
Susan wrote another affirmation to deal with the sibling rivalry issue, which is still not entirely 
resolved.  But she was able to complete her book, enjoying both the process and its success. 
 
Note that your negative responses are best put in a few words or a sentence at most.  The idea 
is to let all limiting thoughts surface, always repeating the positive affirmation to neutralize them.  
This often takes several affirmations sessions. 
 
Ray, who uses affirmations in her Loving Relationships Training workshops, offers this analogy: 
Picture the mind as a glass filled with muddy water.  The mud, or negative thoughts, settles to 
the bottom so the water looks clean, but isn’t. lt’s only when you add fresh water--the affirmation-
-that the mud gets stirred up again.  You need to keep affirming until all the murky water has 
overflowed out of the glass, so to speak, until no more limiting responses come up as you write. 
 
Be prepared for some surprising, deeply buried, and possibly upsetting feelings and memories 
from childhood to surface as you write.  Sexual problems and issues may recall memories of a 
parent’s abusive. 


