
Positive thinking helps patients 
with Parkinson’s 

A good dose of optimism can significantly improve the wellbeing of 
patients battling chronic illnesses such as Parkinson's disease, 
according to recent findings. 
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Researchers looked at 109 people with Parkinson’s, of whom 55 were female 
and 54 male. They ranged in age from 50 to 90 with an average age of 68 and 
had been living with the disease for an average of eight years. 
Participants filled out a series of questionnaires to measure their perception of 
their illness, their general level of optimism in life, their psychological wellbeing 
and their health-related quality of life. 
The authors, led by Dr Catherine Hurt, of the School of Health Sciences, City 
University London, found patients with higher levels of optimism showed better 
wellbeing than patients with low levels of optimism. 
Analysis showed participants lacking positive thinking had poorer psychological 
wellbeing and quality of life than those who were more optimistic, regardless of 
their illness perceptions. 
Targeting attitudes to improve wellbeing 
They said optimism is thought to “buffer the effects of stress caused by chronic 
illness” and concluded that general optimism may be “a more important 
therapeutic target than illness perceptions themselves”. 
In other words, they believe health professionals should look to lift their patients’ 
general outlook on life. 
Nor do they believe their research, published in the British Journal of Health 
Psychology, is only relevant for Parkinson’s. 
“The most effective therapy may focus on changing specific illness beliefs but 
also helping patients to develop a more optimistic attitude in general,” they wrote. 
“Those patients with very negative perceptions of illness and a very pessimistic 
attitude should specifically be targeted as these patients are most at risk of poor 
psychological well-being and health-related quality of life. 
“The findings have significant implications for clinical practice and therapeutic 
interventions for patients not only with Parkinson’s but also with other chronic 
degenerative diseases.” 
A progressive disease with no cure 



Roughly one person in every 500 has Parkinson’s, amounting to about 127,000 
people in the UK. 
It is a progressive neurological condition that typically strikes people aged over 
50 but can also affect younger people, with one in 20 patients aged under 40. 
People with Parkinson’s don’t have enough dopamine because some nerve cells 
in their brain have died, leading movements to become slower and more 
challenging. 
There is currently no cure. 
Moderate optimism beats unrealistic beliefs 
The researchers said positive beliefs and optimistic outlooks have been 
associated with increased wellbeing across a range of health conditions. 
However, they warned that it would be wrong to encourage “potentially 
overenthusiastic views or unrealistic positive health beliefs”. 
Previous findings have led to questions over whether Parkinson’s patients with 
very high levels of optimism are less likely to take “appropriate action to improve 
their wellbeing”. 
The authors said very high levels of optimism do not appear to be more beneficial 
than moderate optimism. 
They said it was patients experiencing “pessimism and hopelessness” that 
needed to be targeted. 
Cognitive therapy to challenge negative thinking would be one potential 
treatment. 
Another would be ‘meaning-making’ coping strategies, which aim to improve 
adjustment to illness by exploring future hopes and past events. 
Such strategies have been found to increase optimism in cancer patients and 
could potentially do the same for Parkinson’s patients, said the authors. 
Dr Katie Le Blond, research development manager at Parkinson’s UK, said: 
“Living with a progressive condition such as Parkinson’s may make it difficult to 
maintain a positive outlook at all times, but the results do suggest that talking 
therapies that focus on building an optimistic attitude could certainly help improve 
life for people living with the condition.” 
	  


