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Praise for Toxic Positivity

“I’ll be forever changed by Toxic Positivity—before offering words of validation, I will choose what I say wisely. Whitney Goodman’s book unlocks the difference between being helpful and harmful. This trailblazing book will help you transform your perspective about positivity.”

—Nedra Glover Tawwab, bestselling author of Set Boundaries, Find Peace

“Sorely needed … Whitney Goodman elegantly weaves together her personal and clinical experience, academic research, and practical advice to offer us a refreshing antidote to the seemingly innocuous but ultimately harmful message of ‘good vibes only.’”

—Iris McAlpin, trauma professional

“Whitney Goodman’s Toxic Positivity is a much-needed breath of fresh air in the self-help space. It’s the validation we’ve all been needing in order to fully understand the normal challenges that accompany our lives.”

—Todd Baratz, LMHC, psychotherapist

“Living an authentic life means facing hard times and growing through them, not pretending things are perfect when they’re not. This book provides a much-needed road map for being honest with ourselves and others in order to be truly present in our own lives and grow as a whole person.”

—Scott Barry Kaufman, PhD, host of The Psychology Podcast and author of Transcend


“Finally a book that explains exactly why ‘positivity at all costs’ backfires, and teaches us how to process our pain instead of pretending it doesn’t exist. Toxic Positivity is the antidote to superficial pop-psychology inspo, illustrating the limits of positive thoughts and gratitude, encouraging us to embrace life’s ups and downs, and giving us more realistic and helpful ways to implement ‘positivity.’ Funny isn’t, it? Stop chasing happiness and you may end up a little … happier.”

—Caroline Dooner, author of Tired as F*ck

“If you’ve ever felt like something is wrong with you because you’re having a hard time and can’t seem to ‘just get over it,’ this book will help you understand why. Moreover, Toxic Positivity teaches you what to do when witnessing the struggles of others—it will help you to be a better friend, parent, colleague, or partner when someone you love is having a difficult time. This book is the counterbalance to a world that preaches ‘look on the bright side’ whenever life gets tough.”

—Elizabeth Earnshaw, LMFT, relationship expert and author of I Want This to Work


For my husband.

In good times and bad times, I choose you.


[image: cover]


Contents



Praise for Toxic Positivity

Dedication

Title Page

INTRODUCTION: You Deserve More Than Just Good Vibes

CHAPTER ONE: What Is Toxic Positivity?

CHAPTER TWO: Why Positivity Doesn’t Always Work

CHAPTER THREE: When Positivity Doesn’t Help

CHAPTER FOUR: Stop Shaming Yourself

CHAPTER FIVE: How to Process an Emotion

CHAPTER SIX: How to Complain Effectively

CHAPTER SEVEN: How to Support Someone

CHAPTER EIGHT: Discrimination with a Smile

CHAPTER NINE: How to Find Fulfillment in a Difficult World

FINAL NOTE: Reminders About Being Human

Acknowledgments

Recommended Reading

Notes

About the Author

Copyright


Introduction



You Deserve More Than
Just Good Vibes

I would bet there are three potential reasons why you picked up this book:


	You’ve been impacted by toxic positivity and are sick of it.

	You don’t know what toxic positivity is, but you’re intrigued.

	You have no idea how positivity could possibly be toxic, and you’re determined to find out what absolute blasphemy I’m spewing in this book.



No matter what your reason is, I’m really glad you’re here.

Like many aspiring therapists, I got into the field for reasons I didn’t fully understand at the time. I knew I liked helping people, and I was obsessed with learning about their stories. But I would later discover (through the help of my therapist) that I actually wanted to get into the profession because I thought if I learned everything about relationships and the human psyche, I could fix everyone I loved and never feel pain again. Fellow therapists and future therapists, I know you get me here.

So I entered the field wide-eyed and delusional. I was closed off and hardened. I wanted my clients to be vulnerable without having to be so myself. I thought I would fix people, but no one needed fixing; they just needed to be heard and supported. I thought I would be the all-knowing speaker, but I’m the listener. I thought I would understand myself and the world, but now I have more questions. I thought I’d change everyone around me; instead, I learned the only person I could change was myself. My motivations for entering the field may have been a little off, but wow, I’m glad I’m here.

I love being a therapist, and I’ve always felt a little rough around the edges among my colleagues. I’ve never been a meditating, tea-drinking, yoga type of therapist. My voice is too loud, I don’t wear cardigans, and I hate all the “inspirational” quotes on the walls. I tried to make myself softer. I tried to get into the affirmations and all those interventions that tell you to “get in touch with your inner child and show it love.” I couldn’t do it. That’s how I’ve felt reading most of the self-help and psychology books out there. They all feel really soft and gentle. I want someone to tell it like it is and to be honest. I had a bit of an identity crisis as a new therapist, and it wasn’t until I started posting my thoughts on Instagram as @sitwithwhit that I realized there was value in how I wanted to show up.

On February 1, 2019, I was scrolling on Pinterest and saw so many self-help and “inspirational” quotes being shared thousands of times. The bright colors and whimsical fonts made me irritated. I felt dismissed and concerned for anyone who might see these while in a fragile state. I started a Pinterest board of “happiness” and “inspirational” quotes that bothered me, and have continued collecting them over the years. (That board actually served as the inspiration for the cover of this book.) That same day, I shared one of my first charts on Instagram, listing some of those quotes from Pinterest, referring to them as “toxic positivity,” and providing some alternative statements that I thought offered more validation and hope. This was my first “viral” post, and my tiny following multiplied in the wake of sharing this chart. I was shocked by how many people agreed with my perspective and how the phrase toxic positivity resonated. It was also the first time I dealt with significant criticism and pushback online from people who disagreed with my perspective. I have continued creating toxic positivity posts on grief, racism, and other important topics over the last several years, and they are some of my most popular and controversial posts to date. I knew I was on to something but never could’ve imagined just how much this topic would resonate with others.

Toxic positivity is something that I have been aware of for a long time but didn’t have a name for. I saw it in my own home growing up, all over social media, at religious services, in school, and eventually as a therapist, with my clients. It was something that I noticed we were all contributing to, but behind closed doors everyone was telling me they hated it. I was doing it, too; it felt like I had to be a part of it or I would be considered “negative.” It had woven its way into my professional and personal life; once I noticed it, it was hard to look away.

I may have just noticed this phenomenon, but the truth is, it’s been around for centuries. Scholars, journalists, and researchers like Sara Ahmed, Audre Lorde, Barbara Ehrenreich, Gabriele Oettingen, and bell hooks have long been critical of the relentless pursuit of happiness and have eloquently uncovered its destructive nature throughout the world, especially within marginalized communities. Their works were instrumental in helping me understand how pervasive toxic positivity has become. Despite an abundance of research on the ineffectiveness of positivity in various situations, the self-help community continues to push positivity and the pursuit of happiness at every turn. I wanted to find a way to bring this research out of the academic ivory tower and into the modern world.

My clients and my personal life are the true inspiration for this book and the reason it exists. This career has afforded me the privilege of sitting in a room with zero distractions and getting to know people on a profound level every single day. It’s an experience like no other, and it has taught me so much about life, the world, and human nature. Every single client has changed me in some way. I am eternally grateful for the humanity, struggle, and perseverance I have witnessed and continue to witness within those walls. I’ve taken different stories from my years as a therapist and combined them with research on positive thinking, emotions, relationships, and motivation to help you understand how positivity can become toxic and what to do instead. All identifying details have been changed to maintain the anonymity of my clients. I hope these stories will help you feel a little bit less alone and show you just how many other people are feeling the way you feel.

This is a book I’ve been writing on Instagram and in my office for years without knowing. It’s honest, authentic, and real. It’s a book for people who want to know how they can support themselves and others. It’s for people who are exhausted from pretending to be happy all the time—at work, at home, with their friends, and on social media. They’re tired of good vibes being forced on them at every turn and being told everything happens for a reason. I wrote this book for the people who haven’t been able to manifest the perfect life. I wrote it for the humans with too many feelings and too many thoughts. I wrote it for me, and I wrote it for you.

Happiness and positivity have become both a goal and an obligation. At every turn, we’re told that we need to be grateful or more positive. If something goes wrong in your life, it’s because you had a “bad attitude” or you “didn’t try hard enough.” I’m in awe of the ways toxic positivity has woven its way into so many aspects of our lives. We see it in the workplace, in our homes, and in our relationships. It’s also a powerful force that helps maintain sexism, racism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, classism, and other types of prejudice. It really is everywhere.

I combed through everything we know about this history of positive thinking and the research on how we can do better and live better. I wanted this book to be easy to read and understand while also being extremely practical. Toxic Positivity is divided into nine chapters, and each chapter touches on a different client’s story and relationship with toxic positivity. If you’re interested in a comprehensive look at toxic positivity, how it impacts us, and what to do instead, I recommend reading the book cover to cover. For those of you who want to get down to the how-tos, feel free to skip to the chapters that speak to your specific need and experience.

Positive thinking has been packaged and sold as the cure to all our problems. From good vibes only bumper stickers to scroll after scroll of prettily designed Instagram affirmations to Life Is Good T-shirts and gurus promising you’re only one positive thought away from happiness, we are consistently told that “looking on the bright side” will help us avoid difficult experiences and feelings. This book might make you feel something other than joy or happiness or good vibes. It might shine a light on habits or phrases that have become part of your daily vernacular. It might make you uncomfortable. I hope it makes you think and reconsider all the ways that you may be suppressing your own emotions and needs in the name of happiness. I hope it makes you think about all the ways you’ve made yourself smaller or more palatable in pursuit of good vibes. I hope it helps you express your needs and develop relationships based on more than just a good time.

If this book allows you to make room in your life for the good, the bad, and the ugly, I’ve done my job.



Just Be
Positive!



If it were that easy or effective, we’d all be doing it. Allow yourself to experience what it means to be a human—the good and the bad.
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