
Emotions  and Health : the Importance of Fun 
 

The idea that mental states influence the body’s susceptibility to and recovery from disease has a long and 

hallowed history.  The belief that disease is a consequence of psychic or spiritual imbalance governed the 

practice of medicine in both Asia and Europe until the rise, after the seventeenth century, of modern science 

and its mechanistic view of physiology. 

But from that point onward, the role of thoughts in human disease became a concern proper to none but the 

superstitious.  The medical community viewed links between emotions and immune system as a mixture of 

pseudoscientific hocus-pocus, self-delusion, and dumb luck.  Only in recent years has the systematic study of 

this ancient concept been broadly regarded as a legitimate aim of serious medical research.  Anxiety, joy, 

love, hate, depression leave distinctive footprints in the exquisitely complex dance of molecules and cells 

that ward off disease in the human body.  According to one researcher ‘the immune system may be nothing 

less than the brain’s sixth sense’.  Regardless of their conclusions, both the clinicians and the basic 

researchers in the field of mind/body connection agree that what was once medical folklore is rapidly 

becoming scientific fact. 

Even when our powerful diagnostic tools are brought to bear on biomedical disease, illness is elusive.  While 

the forces that cause illness can vary from ethnic background to the meaning of words, even the forces that 

cause physical disease can defy simple classification and include almost any type of life event. 

Studies have shown that one is more likely to develop a disease after any stressful event, and in close 

correlation with the seriousness of the stress.  A study of 5000 British widowers published in ‘The Lancet’ in 

1963 showed that diseases rates increased 40 per cent in the first six months after their wife’s death. 

A more recent report from Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York City showed that the T cells and 

lymphocytes, important parts of the immunological response, underwent pathological changes in bereaved 

husbands of cancer patients. 

A study of twenty-five cases of full-blown diabetes, none of whom had had previous symptoms, showed that 

twenty persons had suffered severe setbacks shortly before onset. 

A nine-year study, reported in the American Journal of Epidemiology, made in Alameda County, California, 

of 4700 men and women showed that people who lacked social and community ties were more likely to fall 

sick and die. 

Even invading microbes and viruses are affected by everything that affects our lives. 

Doctors at the Vienna Neurological Clinic hypnotized subjects at various times to either a joyous state or a 

sad state. Blood serum taken when they were happy clumped typhoid bacilli much more quickly than blood 

at sad times. 

Six hundred employees at a United States Army base were given psychological tests during the summer. The 

twenty-six who reported to the infirmary during the winter with flu divided into two groups: those who got 

well in less than fourteen days and those who were sick for more than twenty-one days.  The decisive factor, 

according to the summer tests, was a tendency to ‘have the blues’ and not feel good about oneself. 

Researchers at Ohio State University undertook a study of everyday stress, focussing at first on the 

immunological consequences of higher education.  They found that during examinations, the immune 

systems of a group of medical students produced less interferon and became less competent at controlling 

latent herpes and Epstein-Barr viruses.  Coincidentally, the budding physicians diagnosed themselves as 

having more infectious illnesses during such periods. 



Stress is a growing plague but there is an antidote: joy, fun, humor as we have seen, emotions and moods we 

experience directly affect our health.  Pleasure provides us with greater resistance to infections and diseases 

and can drastically change the course of an illness.  Laughter stimulates the immune system; 

Lowers serum cortisol levels (stress hormone that is immunosuppressant) 

Increases the number of T cells that have helper/suppressor receptors. 

T cell activation provides T lymphocytes ready to combat potential foreign substance Increases the amount 

of activated T lymphocytes Increases the number and activity of natural cell killers (which attack infected or 

aberrant cells) 

Until quite recently, the data have been largely anecdotal.  When, in 1976, Norman Cousins used laughter as 

part of treatment of ankylosing spondylitis (chronic progressive disease of spine) there existed no empirical 

evidence beyond the sheer fact of his restored health to support his claims.  He says “Laughter is like internal 

jogging, he who laughs lasts”. 

In a ten-year study conducted at King’s College Hospital Medical School, in London, a strong correlation 

was found between the mental attitudes of women with breast cancer and life expectancy.  Of the women 

who had felt fatalistic and hopeless, only 25% survived; but among those who had positive attitude, 70% 

survived and were in good health ten years later. 

A special government medical task force investigating the determining factors for surviving atherosclerotic 

heart disease in Massachusetts reported that the most reliable prognosticator for surviving heart disease was 

NOT non-smoking, normal blood pressure, or low cholesterol levels BUT ‘job satisfaction’.  The second-

best indication was ‘overall happiness’. 

Salivary IgA (immunoglobulin A) is a first line of defense against entry of infectious organisms through the 

respiratory tract.  A study revealed that the S-IgA response level to be lower on days of negative mood, and 

higher on days with positive mood.  After viewing a humorous video the subjects showed an increased 

concentration of S-IgA, and even a stronger increase for people who appreciate and use humor.  Extroverts / 

optimists have more robust central nervous system which matures earlier and starts deteriorating later. 

Researchers at the Psychopathic Hospital in Iowa City recorded patients brain waves (EEG) in response to a 

harmless stimulus given the skin on the wrist.  The extent of the voltage changes shown on the record 

differed according to the age of the patient and, over quite a range of years, also according to the personality. 

Extroverted youngsters matured much faster, getting their nervous control to the best state of adult 

performance months or years sooner than introverted individuals of the same ages. Nor did the introverts 

maintain their control as long, once they achieved it.  By age 39 they began to show signs of degeneration in 

the nervous system.  The extroverts, by contrast, showed none of this deterioration until after age 59. 

So here’s my prescription: have as much fun as possible.  ‘Use humor to add years to your life, and life to 

your years.’ 
 


