
To cite this chapter:

Verduyn, P., Résibois, M., & Massar, K. (2020). Sadness. In V. Zeigler-Hill & T.
K. Shackelford (Eds.), Encyclopedia of personality and individual differences.
Springer.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

http://www.tcpdf.org


Verduyn, P., Résibois, M., & Massar, K. In press. Sadness. In V. Zeigler-Hill & T. K. Shackelford (Eds.), 
Encyclopedia of Personality and Individual Differences. New York, NY, USA: Springer. 

 



1 

 

Encyclopedia of Personality and Individual Differences - Springer 

 

 

 

 

 

Sadness 

 

 

Philippe Verduyn
1,2

, Maxime Résibois
2
, Karlijn Massar

1 

 

Affiliations: 

1 
Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience, Maastricht University, Netherlands 

2 
Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, KU Leuven, Belgium 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please address all correspondence concerning this manuscript to:  

philippe.verduyn@maastrichtuniversity.nl  

Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience, Maastricht University 

Universiteitssingel 40, 6200 Maastricht, Netherlands  



2 

 

Title of entry: Sadness 

Synonyms: Dejection, Downheartedness, Despondency, Glumness 

Definition: Sadness is a negatively valenced emotion characterized by low arousal and 

considered one of the basic emotions.  

 

Introduction  

Why are humans capable of experiencing negative emotions like sadness? An evolutionary 

perspective on emotions holds that the physiological, psychological, and behavioral 

characteristics of emotions should be seen as evolved features that have been useful to 

humans at some point during evolutionary history. In particular, individuals equipped with a 

genetic make-up that enabled them to experience certain emotions in response to specific 

stimuli or situations, were better able to cope with and respond to recurring challenges and 

opportunities which, in turn, increased their reproductive success.  

The evolutionary benefits of some emotions may seem more straightforward compared to 

those of other emotions. In particular, whereas one can readily see the benefits of emotions 

such as anger (preparing the organism to fight) or fear (preparing the organism to flight), the 

evolutionary advantages of sadness may seem less clear-cut. However, evolutionary 

psychologists agree that sadness is rooted in evolution as well, and consider it an adaptive 

response to situations in which a (social) loss has been incurred. In such situations, the general 

function of sadness is to momentarily withdraw from social interactions and to reassess one’s 

goals and strategies to prevent further loss. Moreover, the expression of sadness elicits 

feelings of compassion in others, which stimulates them to help the suffering person (Nesse, 

1990).  
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In the following paragraphs the direct causes, neurophysiological basis, experience and 

consequences of sadness are discussed first. Next, strategies to regulate sadness and 

individual differences in this emotion are elaborated on before ending with a short conclusion. 

Causes of sadness 

As mentioned in the introduction, sadness is usually centered on the loss of an important 

person, goal, or role. Typical examples are losing a relative, failing a test, or being fired. 

However, a wide range of events can actually elicit sadness. According to appraisal theorists, 

events cause sadness when one perceives or evaluates them in a certain way. Specifically, 

sadness tends to occur when an event is appraised as obstructing one’s goals or concerns, as 

being caused by others or by circumstances, and when one feels unable to cope with the event 

or to modify it (Scherer, 2003). This appraisal process can happen in a controlled or automatic 

way. Events that are similar to past sadness-eliciting experiences often result automatically in 

sadness whereas new events typically require deliberate processing to establish their 

(emotional) meaning.  

Neurophysiological basis of sadness 

At the level of the central nervous system sadness tends to be associated with activity in 

several brain regions including the putamen, the periaqueductal gray and the entorhinal, 

dorsomedial prefrontal and middle temporal cortices. It should be noted that activity in these 

regions is not specific to sadness but also characterizes other emotional and non-emotional 

processes (Lindquist, Wager, Kober, Bliss-Moreau, & Barrett, 2012).  

At the level of the peripheral nervous system, sadness is associated with a heterogeneous 

pattern of sympathetic-parasympathetic coactivation. Specifically, sadness is characterized by 

either an activating or a deactivating physiological response. The activating (deactivating) 

response consists of increases (decreases) in heart rate, respiration rate, and skin conductance 
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level. The activating response typically occurs when crying and is similar to the physiological 

pattern of activity that characterizes anxiety (Kreibig, 2010).    

Experience of sadness 

People are to some degree aware of the bodily changes that take place when feeling sad. 

Specifically, people often report a lump in the throat, muscle tension, and changes in heart 

rate and some scholars even argue that the experience of sadness is a consequence of the 

awareness (or interpretation) of these bodily sensations. The experience of sadness is also 

typically characterized by having a long duration. Indeed, sadness often persists for hours or 

even days and has been found to be the emotion with the longest duration (Verduyn & 

Lavrijsen, 2015). 

Consequences of sadness 

Behavioral consequences. Sadness is expressed along a continuum ranging from subtle 

changes in small parts of the face including a lowering of the eyebrows, a lowering of the 

corners of the lips, and a raising of the chin (Langner et al., 2010) to highly manifest changes 

as crying. Sadness also affects the voice as it lowers the speaking volume and decreases the 

speaking rate amongst others (Scherer, Johnstone, & Klasmeyer, 2003). Overall, sadness 

reduces approach behavior and results instead in behavioral passivity or avoidance. 

Cognitive consequences. Sadness reduces stereotypical thinking and facilitates analytical and 

systematic processing of incoming information, as well as perspective taking and goal 

resetting (Forgas, 2003). However, sadness also stimulates negative biases when making 

judgments (e.g., underestimating one’s achievements) and when thinking about the past (e.g., 

negative events are retrieved more easily). 

Health consequences. Short episodes of sadness have no direct health consequences. 

However, when already suffering from disease, sadness may increase attention to feelings of 
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discomfort. For example, it has been shown that, when sad, people suffering from a cold or a 

flu reported more aches and pains (Forgas, 2003). Sustained sadness is more troublesome and 

is symptomatic of mood disorders such as depression. 

Interpersonal consequences. As already mentioned in the introduction, sadness strengthens 

social bonds by communicating that one is suffering, which increases empathy and prosocial 

behavior in others. However, when sadness leads to extreme avoidance behavior it may result 

in self-exclusion, which prevents others to provide support which, in turn, prolongs the 

sadness experience (Izard & Ackerman, 2000). 

Regulating sadness 

Traditionally, people were considered slaves of their emotions without any possibility to 

intervene in their emotional life. However, it is now clear that one can influence the nature, 

intensity, and duration of one’s emotions by activating so called regulation strategies. This 

also holds for sadness. Two emotion regulation strategies found to reduce sadness are 

distraction and reappraisal. Distraction is defined as diverting one’s attention away from the 

sad event whereas reappraisal refers to reinterpreting the event or distancing oneself from it 

by adopting a detached perspective. Both distraction and reappraisal are implemented in 

therapeutic treatments such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). Specifically, in CBT, 

patients are encouraged to distract themselves by initiating activities they like or to reappraise 

the negative event by discussing it with the therapist or with a friend. Certain regulation 

strategies, however, increase rather than decrease feelings of sadness. Rumination, defined as 

repetitively focusing on one’s symptoms of distress and their consequences, intensifies and 

prolongs sadness and is one of the core mechanisms underlying the development and 

maintenance of depression (Sheppes & Meiran, 2007).  
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Individual Differences 

People differ in the frequency, intensity, and duration of their sadness experiences. Several 

factors underlie these differences. First, individual differences in sadness are related to basic 

demographic features. For example, women express higher levels of sadness compared to 

men. Second, sadness is related to personality traits (Verduyn & Brans, 2012). Specifically, 

neuroticism, agreeableness, and openness are linked to high levels of sadness whereas the 

opposite holds for the other two Big Five personality traits (extraversion and 

conscientiousness). Other personality characteristics that are negatively related to sadness 

include self-esteem and emotional intelligence. Third, the experience and expression of 

sadness is affected by sociocultural factors such as the degree to which sadness is socially 

accepted (Barr-Zisowitz, 2000). Fourth, as the use of regulation strategies influence sadness, 

individual differences in the tendency to make use of such strategies result in different levels 

of sadness across persons (Mikolajczak, Nelis, Hansenne, & Quoidbach, 2008). 

Conclusion 

Sadness is an emotion that is frequently experienced in daily life. In many Western societies, 

the pursuit of happiness takes center stage and sadness is often considered maladaptive. 

However, sadness is actually often highly functional. It facilitates, for example, analytical 

thinking and strengthens social bonds. When sadness persists for a long time, however, the 

initially functional response may become dysfunctional. 

 

Cross-references: grief, bereavement, sorrow, despair, depression 
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