
 

ABN 21 073 697 300 
 
Phone +61 8 9321 5066      |         Fax +61 8 9485 1438     |      Toll free +61 1300 369 072 
Suite 3/1010 Wellington Street, West Perth, WA / PO BOX 587 Leederville, WA 6007    

 

Why bad moods are good for you: the surprising benefits of sadness 

 

The range of human emotions includes many more negative than positive feelings for a good 
reason. Even though sadness and bad moods have always been part of the human 

experience, we now live in an age that ignores or devalues these feelings with normal human 
emotions like temporary sadness are often treated as disorders. Manipulative advertising and 

marketing industries claim happiness should be ours for the asking. Despite the near 
universal unprecedented material wealth, happiness and life satisfaction in Western societies 

has not improved for decades.  

We should recognise that bad moods are useful and an adaptive part of being human, helping 
us cope with many everyday situations and challenges.  Psychologists who study how our 
feelings and behaviours have evolved over time maintain all our affective states (such as 
moods and emotions) have a useful role: they alert us to states of the world we need to 

respond to. Negative emotions such as fear, anger, shame or disgust are helpful because 
they help us recognise, avoid and overcome threatening or dangerous situations. Intense and 

enduring sadness, such as depression, is obviously a serious and debilitating disorder. 
However, mild, temporary bad moods may serve an important and useful adaptive purpose, 
by helping us to cope with everyday challenges and difficult situations. They also act as a 

social signal that communicates disengagement, withdrawal from competition and provides a 
protective cover. When we appear sad or in a bad mood, people often are concerned and are 
inclined to help. Sadness can also enhance empathy, compassion, connectedness and moral 

and aesthetic sensibility. And sadness has long been a trigger for artistic creativity.  

 

To demonstrate the psychological benefits of negative moods, researchers first manipulate 
people’s mood (by showing happy or sad films, for example), then measure changes in 

performance in various cognitive and behavioural tasks. Reported benefits included; 

- Better memory: bad mood (caused by bad weather) resulted in people better 
remembering the details of a shop they just left. Bad mood can also improve 

eyewitness memories by reducing the effects of various distractions, like irrelevant, 
false or misleading information. 

- More accurate judgements:  A mild bad mood also reduces some biases and 
distortions in how people form impressions. For instance, slightly sad judges formed 
more accurate and reliable impressions about others because they processed details 
more effectively. People in a mild bad mood are also less likely to rely on simplistic 

stereotypes. 
- Motivation: those in a bad mood tried harder and persevered more. They spent more 

time on the task, attempted more questions and produced more correct answers. 
 

By extolling happiness and denying the virtues of sadness, we set and unachievable goal for 
ourselves which may also cause more disappointment.  
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