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OF SADNES

3ad moods can have unappreciated mental upsides By Bruce Bower

homas Jetlerson defended the right Lo pursue happi-
ness in the Declaration of Independence. But that's
&n 237 years ago. Many modern societies champion
everyone’s right Lo be happy pretly much all the time.
Good luck with that,

the University of New Sou

ychologist Joseph Forgas o
ith W
friends, unfulfilled financial dreams and other harsh realities
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iles in Sydney. A lack of

leave many people feeling lonely and forlorn a lot of the time.
But there's a mental and social upside to occasional downers
that often goes unapprecinted,

“Pad moods are seen in our happiness-focused culture as
representing a problem, but we need to be aware that tem-
porary, mild negative [eelings have important benefils.”
Forgas says.

GGrowing evidence suggests that gloomy moods improve key

types of thinking and behavior, Forgas asserts in a new review
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paper aptly titled "Don't worry, be sad!™ For good evolutionary
reasons, positive and negative moods subtly recruit thinking
styles suited to either benign or roubling situations, he says.
Each way of dealing with current circumstances generally
works well, if imperfectly.

New and recent studies described by Forgas in the
June Current Directions in Psychalogieal Science illustrate
some of the ways in which periods of sudness spontaneously
recruit a detail-oriented, analytical thinking style. Morose
moods have evolved as early-warning signs of problematic
or dangerous situations that demand close attention. these
reports suggest.
fo

One investigation found that people in sad moods have

an advantage remembering the details of unusual incidents
that they have witnessed. And a little gloominess could help

job applicants; lousy moods cut down on the tendency to

TTERSTOICE

SHILI



5 EGTS

slereolype others, thus boosting the accuracy of first impres-
gions, People in sad moods also show a greater willingness to
work on demanding tasks, communicite more persuasively
and wre more concerned with being fair to others than are
peers in neutral or happy moods,

Alternatively, good moods trigger u loose mode of Lthought
conducive to creativity and seeing the big pic-
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ture. ITappiness signals thal a situation is sale, or 5
¥ 1
at least not immediately threatening, Forgassug- < UdU
gests. As aresult, people inacheeryslate havethe  sponta

luxury of focusing on themselves rather Lhan on
their environments.

Whether good or bud, monds are relatively
low-inlensity, background feelings that can lust for anvwhere
from a few minutes to the whole day. A person muy feel some-
what good orbad, happy or sad, without knowing why or even
being aware of such moods. Sad moods fall far short of clinical
depression’s constant feclings of helplessness and hopeless-
ness. But moods linger much longer than emotions, which
typically flare up and burn out fairly quickly. In contrast to a
mnnd, joy, anger and disgust feel intense and are experienced
s having definite causes,

Feelings as information

Like Forgas, psychologist Norbert Schwarz of the Univer-
sily of Michigan in Ann Arbor sees mental value in sadness
“IU's shallow and untruwe to assume Lhal positive feelings can
onlyhave positive consequences and negative feelings can only
have negative consequences,” he says,

When Schwarz was u graduate student in the late 1970s,
an influential line of research held that happy moods make
people more likely to remember positive events und sod
mouwdls more often revive memories of negative evenis, That
account of how feelings inflluence thought seemed incom-
plete to the aspiring psychologist. On “good” days, he rea-
somed, everything just fell right without
any past triumphs coming (o mind. On
“bud” days, life felt lousy in the moment,
withoul any tragic memaories returning
for an encore,

Schwarz launched a series ol stud-

ks

ies indicating that people use low-

neously

cha pe h DAY
people think.

Mood and gullibility

thus approves a raise for someone who pleads for a salary hike
but doesn't deserve it

By 1990, Schwarz and his colleagues had conducted a
few studies sugdesting that positive and negative moods
spontaneously shupe how people think. Sad moods fostered
attention to details, they discovered, whereus happy moods
promoted playfulness and ereativity, More work
was needed, though, Lo confirm those results and
explore their implications [or making decisions
in various siluations.

Individuals aren’t slaves to their moods,
Schware cautions, A sad person can think out-
side the box Il necessary, say, to solve prohlems
at work, And a happy person can accurately fill oul Lux forms
or complete other detail-heavy tasks,

Evidence from many labs supports Schwarz's view thal
moods inform people’s judgments, often advantageously and
vutside of awareness, psychologist Rainer Greifencder of the
University of Basel in Switzerland and his colleagues reported
in the Muy 2011 Personality wund Social Payvehology Beview.

Moods provide surprisingly keen insights into one’s environ-
ment, the team coneluded. Provocative support for that idea
appeared in the October 2012 Journal of Conswmer Research. A
team led by business professor Michel Tuan Pham of Columbia
Cniversity in New York City found that volunteers who Lrusted
their feelings did better at predicting events such as how the
stock markel would perform in the next week and how upcom
ing movies would fure at the box office than volunteers who
mistrusted their feclings,

By embracing their moods, superior forecasters gained
wneonscious access to o vast amount of learned information
that informed their predictions, Pham speculated,

"In natural situations, feelings provide mostly valid infor-
mation about whether there is a problem or not and how to
respond to current Lasks,” Schwarz says

L 10c! Bad moods may make for better juries and evewltnesses. Volunteers
watching interviews wich accused thieves were more lilely to label liars as gullty, but those
inva sad mood wers hest at detecting deception {left). Being happy upped the chance of being
misled by researchers into inserting False detalls into descriptions of a car crash or wedding
scend [FIght). soumces: .k FORCAS SHD B EAS 1A, KA SO0AL PRWEH 3H00: | P FORGAS, EXR S04 S0 2004

Mood and accurate scene recall
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There are likely benefits, and costs, ta each thinking style.

. Good mood benefits
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- ullilasking advantage
W 2. Mullilasking advantage
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3. Ability to delay gratification

Power of sad

Many emolion theorists now agree that negative moods direct
attention to tasks at hand and promoete analytical thinking,
whereas positive moods broaden atlenlion and prompt origi-
nul thinking. Bescarchers in a field dubbed “positive psychol-
ogy™ have putalot of recent focus on exploring how happiness
profits mind and body,

Forgas sees no need for a special ficld of research to study
“negative psychology” He would settle for “more awareness
that negative feelings ure so common and widespread that
they must have adaplive lunclions” Reports of specific ways in
which sadness benefits thinking are beginning to accumulate.

Consider memory. In the January 2009 Journal of Experi-
mentel Soctal Pevefiology, Forgas and his col-
leagues [ound that shoppers in a suburban
store remembered more details about what
they saw in the store when Lhey reporied being
in bad moods on rainy, cold days than when
they felt happy on sunny, warm days.

Sad moods also improve eyewitness memory,
apparently by lowering Lhe lendency to incor-
porale [alse and misleading details into aceounts of what was
nhserved. Ina 20005 study in the Journal of Experimentad Soctial
Psypchology, college students witnessed a staged altercation
belween a lecturer and a woman who angrily interrupted
the talk,

One week laler, while in happy or sad moods induced by
watching emational film clips. participants read questions
about the incident that included misleading informalion,
Those in sad moods remembered whal had happened much
mere accurately than their happy peers, Forgas and his col-
leagues reported. Pewer pieces of false information twisted
the memories of sud studenls,

Sad moods can also make first impressions of others more
reliable, liorgas says. People often judge those that they meet
for the first time by assuming thal obyvious bul often irrele-
vanl [raits, such az physical attractivencss, reflect intelligence,
agrecahleness and other as yet unknown traits. Psyehologists
reter to this much-studied phenomenon as the halo effect.

Negative moods topple the halo effect of fits cockeyed perch,

Forgas reported in the December 2001 Furepean Journal of

Secial Psyehology. Aller reminiscing about happy, sad or
neutral personal experiences, volunteers read a one-page
philosophical essay. Forgas attuched a photogruph ol the
writer to each copy of Lhe essay, showing either a casually
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W Mmooy Different moods may trigger distinct thinking styles that allow people
to respand appropriately towhatever situation they find themselves in, scientists speculate.

Bad mood benefits
L ]Lt 1. Detail-arientation
": Ny 2 Accurate recall

3. Fairness to others

"MNegative feelings
are so common and
widespread that
they must have

adaptive functions.”
JOSEPH FORGAS

dressed voung woman or amiddle-aged
man wearing a suit and glasses,

Happy participants rated the essay
far more positively when they thought
it was written by the academic-looking
man. This halo ellect largely disappeared
among sad participants, Those inaneutral
mood preferred the man's essay, but not to
the eaxtent that happy volunteers did.

Sad folks took longer to read and rate the essays than
happy and neutral participants did. That's probably because
feeling sad fostered a more careful appraisal of essays and
photos, Forgas suggests. As a result, he proposes, sad volun
teers largely rejected the stercotype of philosophers as tweedy,
prodessorial men, helping to minimize the halo effect.

Cheerless cooperators

Sudness also conlers some surprizsing social henefits. “While
a positive mood may increase self-focus and selfishness, a
negative mood can increase concern forothers and the quality
of communication,” Forgas save,

When asked to divide raffle tickets or other prizes with a
partnershown inapholoon acomputer screen,
sad volunteers handed out nearly even portions
while happw volunteers kept the bulk for them-
selves, Forgas and a colleague reported in the
January Computers i Iuman Behavior.

In another computer game, participants
were informed that a partner seen only in a
photo could accepl or reject offers of how to
divvy up prizes. No partner actually existed, but players were
told that a vetoed offer would leave them emply-handed,

Agnin, sad volunteers shared valuables more evenly than
their happy cohorts did, Sad players took lenger to reach their
decisions, consistent with having thought more carefully about
how to make fair offers.

A gloomy mood alse increased participants’ concern with
[airness when the tables were turned and they had to evalu-
ate offers from a player who didn't really exist. Relative to the
happy crowd, a substantially greater proportion of sad volun-
Leers rejected unfair divisions of prizes, such as being olTered
two out of 10 lottery tickets.

Inthese experiments, moods were induced either by having
participants watch happy or sad film clips or by falsely telling
volunteers that they had scored extremely well or poorly on a
test of spatial abilities.

Another study by Forgas and his colleagues, published in
the August European Jowrnael of Secial Pyyvehology, indicates
that sad moods also prompl people to share information with
others particularly effectivels

In one set of trials, volunteers watched clips of amhigu-
ous, unemotionial movie scenes, While in happy, sad or
neulral moods, the volunteers then either verbally described
the episode while pretending to talk with a [riend or wrote a
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stereotype others. thus boosting the accuracy of first impres-
sions, People In sad moods also show a greater willingness to
waork on demanding tasks, communicile more persuasively
and are more concerned with being fair to others than are
peers in neutral or happy moods.

Alternatively, good moods Lrigger a loose mode of thought
conducive to creativity and secing the big pie-
ture, Happiness signals that a situation is safe, or
at least nol immediately threatening, Forgas sug-
gests. As aresult, people in a cheery stale have Lthe
luxury of focusing on themselves rather than on
Lheir environments.

Whether good or bad, moods are relatively
low-intensity, background feelings that can last for anywhere
[rom a few minutes to the whole day. A person may feel some-
what good orbad, happy or sad, withoul knowing why or even
being aware of such monds, Sad moods fall far shorl ofelinical
depression's constant feelings of helplessness and hopeless-
ness, But moods linger much longer than emotions, which
typically flare up and burn out Fairly quickly. In contrast to a

A good

mood, joy, anger and disgust feel intense and are experienced
as having definile causes.

Feelings as information
Like Forgas, psychologist Norbert Schwarz of the Univer-
sity of Michigan in Ann Arbor sees mental value in sadness.
“It's shallow and untrue to assume Lhal positive feelings can
only have positive consequences and negative feclings can only
have negative consequences,” he suys.

When Schwarz was a graduale student in the late 1970s,
an influential line of research held that happy moods make
people more likely o remember positive events and sad
moods more often revive memaorics of negative events, That
account ol how feelings influence thought seemed incom-
plete to the aspiring psychologist. On “good” days, he rea-
soned. evervthing just felt right without
any pasl triumphs coming to mind. On
“had” days, life fell lousy in the moment,
without any tragic memorics returning
for an encore,

Schwarz launched a series of stud-
ies indicating that people use low-

mood or
abad mood can
spontaneously
shape how
peaple think.

Mood and gullibility

Lhus approves araise for someone who pleads for asalary hike
but doesn't deserve it.

By 19940, Schwarz and his colleagues had conducted a
few studies sugpesting that positive and negative monds
sponlaneously shape how people think, Sad moods fostered
attention to details, they discovered, whersas happy moods
promaoted playfulness and ereativity More work
was needed, though, to confirm those results and
crplore their implicalions for making decisions
in various situations.

Individuals aren’t slaves to their monds,
Schwarz cautions. A sad person can think out-
side the hox if necessary, say, to solve problems
at work. And a happy person can accurately fill out tax forms
or complele other detail-heavy tasks,

Evidence from many labs supports Schwarz's view Lhat
moods inform people’s judgments, often advantageously and
ollsice of awareness, psychologist Rainer Greifeneder of the
Liniversity of Basel in Switzerland and his colleagues reported
in the May 20011 Persanalify and Secial Psyehology Review.

Moods provide surprisingly keen insights into one's environ-
ment, the team concluded. Provocative support for that idea
appeared in the October 200 2 Journal of Consuer Research, A
team led by business professor Michel Tuan Pham of Columbia
Lniversily in XNew York City found that volunteers who trusted
their feelings did better at predicting events such as how the
stock market would perform in the next week and how upeom-
ing movies would fare at the box office than volunteers who
mistrusted their feclings,

By embracing their moods, superior forecasters gained
unconsciows decess to avast amount of learmed information
that informed their predictions, Pham speculated.

“In natural situations, feelings provide mostly valid infor-
rmalion about whether there is a problem or not and how to
respond fo current tasks,” Schware savs.

mind on mood Bad moods may make far better jurles and eyewitnesses, Volunteers
watching interviews with accused thieves were mare likely to label liars as guilty, but those
ina sad mood were best at detecting deception (left), Being happy upped the chance of being
misled by rescarchers into inserting false details into descriptions of a car crash or wedding
sCene [righﬂ. SOURCES: LP FORGAS ANG B, ESSTr . EXF 500140 FEHCH, 2008, LR FORGASS D, FXR 520140 PEvCH 2006
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brief descriplion of the scene for a (riend

In both conditions, raters determined thal sad volunteers
communicated more information relevant to the movie scenes
and less unrelated information than Lhe other two groups did,
especially the happy folks. Those ina sad mood were especially
goul at keeping accounls brief, clear and to the point.

Moods were induced after parlicipants watched movie clips
but hefore they described the scenes, ensuring that the clips
didn't sway their manipulated moods.

Sad feelings may influence communication differently in
situations where conversation partners don't expect Lo share
all relevant information, such as diplomatic negotiations or
sales encounters. 5till, Forgas contends. "everyday moods have
a subtle but reliable influence on communication strategies.”

That's somelhing that mental health workers and medical
personnel should keep in mind, he advises, Being somewhat
sad may enuble better communicalion with sick or troubled
individuals. A jovial mood could promole creative insights into
a palient'’s condition or needs.

Gloomy payoffs

Fitlingly, happiness researchers such as psychologist Sonja
Lyubomirsky of the University of California, Riverside take a
positive bul measured position on evidence that sadness has

an upside. “Transient negative moods are absolutely beneficial
when orientation to detail is warranted,” Lyubomirsky says.

Problems oceur when sad moods become 86 freguent that
theyblend inlo an extended downer, she holds, “Happy people
experience alot more positive than negative moods, and their
negalive moods are not chronie”

Chronie happiness creates its owndiscontents, Yale Univer-
sity psychologist June Gruber has reported thal the sustained,
one-note joy of people experiencing the manic phase of bipolar
disorder leads to all sorts of personal and social misjudgments
(&N Online: 2/21)

Even brief sad moods such as those studied by Forgas
sometimes provoke bad decisions, says Harvard University

a3irsh

A gloomy attitude may make a persan more discrimi
nating in deciding what counts as a square deal, Volunteers in

a had mood (purple) were mare likehy to reject an untair split of &
resward, such as $2 out of $10, than their cheerier peers (vellow),
SOMRDL: B FORGAS SNDHA, TAHCOMPLTERY [N AUTAY BERAOR 2010

Mood and financlal decision making
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psychologist Jennifer Lerner. Mild sadness tends to make peo
ple more impatient and thus more apt to focus myopically on
taking money now rather than waiting for a bigger financial
payoffin the not-too-distant future, Lerner and her colleagues
reported in the January Peychological Science,

In one experiment that involved real payvoffs, sad partic
pants typically required 837 immediately to forgo recelving a
mailed check for $85 in three months, whereas neutral-mood
volunteers usually held out for $56 in hand. Participants who
reported feeling mildly disgusted by the topics of film clips and
writing assignimenls needed about as much money as neutral
individuals to pass up a delayed, $85 windfall. So unlike sad-
ness, being briefly disgusted didn’t make people more likely to
snap up immediale, low-ball payoffs.

Sadder isn't wiser when it comes to making prodent finan
cial decisions, Lerner concludes. A sad person may urgently
need a shot of sell~esteem, stoking a preference for instant aver
delaved gratification, Il that's the case, then people may make
particularly rash and ill-informed financial decisions alter job
losses, loved ones’ deaths and other distressing events,

From Forgas' perspective, a take-the-money-and-run
approach seems reasonable if sadness accurately alerts a
person Lo a dangerous or unstable environment

But moods may not engage specific mental strategics as
proposed by Forgas, says psychologist Jeffrev Huntsinger
of Loyola University Chicago. Several recent investigutions,
described by Huntsinger in the August Current Directions in
Psychological Science, suggest that posilive moods prompt
individuals todouble down on any current thinking style, while
negative moods trigger a shift to an alternative thinking style,

Among neulral-mood volunteers focusing broadly on an
experimental task, those induced to be happy thoughl even
more expansively about the task, whereas those prodded into
sadness swilched o concentrating on details. When already
in a detail-oriented frame of mind, volunteers who became
happy maintained that perspective, while those who became
sad moved to a broad focus.

If these findings hold up, happy and sad moods simply sig-
nal whether or not to change one’s current thinking style,
Huntsinger says, rather than indicating whether to adopt an
analytical or playful thinking style. Rescarchers have vet to test
which of these two possibilities best explains mood-reluted
behaviors,

Forgas acknowledges that much remains unknown about
precisely how moods inlluence thought, If moods work as
Huntsinger sugdests and not as orchestrators of specific think
ing styles, Forgas says, it won't get him down

Not that there would be anything wrong with thal. =

Explore more

B Joseph Forgas. "Don't worry, be sad! On the cognitive,
motivational and interpersonal benefits of negative mood.”
Current Directions in Psychological Science. June 2013
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