CONTAGIOUS EMOTIONS

By Ginger E. Blume, Ph.D.

Without realizing it, we are deeply affected by other people’s moods.  How many times have you begun your day feeling on top of the world and suddenly felt like the bottom just fell out of your grand mood?  Maybe you just arrived at work, only to hear your colleague rant about the lousy parking situation near the office.  He doesn’t just mention the situation.  He continues throughout the morning, complaining about everything that doesn’t go his way, as if life was a constant bummer.  Have you ever wondered why this fellow’s problems can so easily deflate your initial good mood?

As a psychologist, I often remind people that their emotions are determined in large part by their own internal self-talk.  For instance, if you go around thinking to yourself negative thoughts (i.e. “Nobody really likes to talk to me.”) you’re going to feel sad or depressed.  In contrast, optimistic people are naturally positive self-talkers (i.e. “Even though I don’t know anyone at the party, I’ll find a way to enjoy myself.”).  Clearly, self-talk is directly related to how we feel. 

In addition to self-talk, physiological changes can also dramatically impact our mood.  For instance, biochemical changes that occur during menopause can dramatically affect how a woman feels.  Hormonal changes in the body are clear mediators of mood for both men and women.  

Mirror Neutrons in the Brain

This brings us to a third category of things that can drastically alter how you feel as you go about your day:  other people’s moods.    Other people’s emotions are just as conta-gious as catching the flu.  Researchers call this phenomena, “emotional contagion.”   This is a natural process that is pre-wired in our brain, via “mirror neutrons” that allow us to sense and reflect other people’s emotions.  This biological program to pick up on others feelings (called empathy) is wonderful when the other person is feeling positive and we ride on the wave of their good feelings.  But when they’re angry or depressed, we can be dragged down into the dumps by being around them for too long. 

In his book called, Social Intelligence, psychologist and author, Dr. Daniel Goleman, reminds us that positive emotions actually enhance our physical immune system.  This mind-body connection is no small thing.  For instance, a lifetime with someone who is pessimistic can make you emotionally and/or physically ill and even shorten your lifespan according to Goleman!   This brings up the question, “Can I protect myself from catching other people’s bad attitudes and moods?”  Let’s consider the answer.

These People are Infectious

Due to mirror neutrons, we instinctually mirror the mood of the person we’re interacting with.  If they’re in a good mood, we’re in luck.  Our immune system may even experience a true boost.  But watch out for the person in a lousy mood, whether it is the cashier, your dentist, the mailman, or your friend.  Their bad mood can put you a risk for infection.  Here are some attitudes you should avoid hanging out with without protecting yourself:

1) People who are anger addicts – nothing pleases and they’re always upset with someone.

2) Emotional vampires – these people complain and seek rescuing, ultimately draining any emotional energy you previously had.  They live off other’s positive emotions like a mythic vampire who lives off other’s blood!

3) Gossips – at the core of most gossip are negative feelings such as envy, jealousy, anger, etc. so the conversation feeds on this negativity.

4) Victims – they are usually driven by fear and are seeking reassurance from others.  They always have another “what if” that ultimately makes the rescuer feel like they’ve become a victim themselves! 

Protect yourself

Whenever you’re around people with the above “MO” (Modus Operandi), take some conscious steps to protect yourself.  

1) For instance, you can consciously visualize a protective barrier around yourself that doesn’t allow negativity to penetrate your invisible barrier.  Shamanic Healers oftentimes recommend that people who are depressed imagine a warrior’s metal shield covering their solar plexus (2nd chakra near the belly button area) when they are relating with others who have toxic or negative talk and mood.   

2) Secondly, whenever you feel poisoned by someone’s bad mood, don’t reflect it back to them, attempting to make them feel heard by you.  Such loyalty could cost you your former good mood.  Instead, respond with a positive, encouraging word and don’t let go of your approach.  Walk away if you begin to feel infected.  

3) Thirdly, boast your own resistance to negativity, but practicing optimist, grateful thoughts throughout your day.  Have optimistic thinking become your “home base.”  

4) Fourth, keep your overall stress level down (i.e. through relaxation exercises, yoga, meditation, etc.), so that when you encounter negativity, you won’t be as reactive and less aroused by other’s negativity.

The key to managing the negative impact of negative emotional contagion is to be aware that it exists, have several approaches to protect yourself, and remember you can always find an excuse to leave a negative situation before it affects you.
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