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Emotional contagion was examined from the perspective of interpersonal relationships. 
Using a vignette paradigm, 156 Japanese undergraduates (108 females and 48 males) 
assumed either a friend, acquaintance, senior, or junior as their partner. Their emotional 
expression and experience were measured when their assumed partner told them of intensely 
positive episodes (e.g., the long-sought passing of a certification examination) and intensely 
negative episodes (e.g., the death of their mother). Emotional responses were significantly 
stronger in the friend, senior, and junior conditions than in the acquaintance condition for 
both positive and negative episodes, suggesting the degree of intimacy in the interpersonal 
relationship influenced emotional contagion. Emotional responses were also stronger in the 
junior condition than in the senior condition, suggesting that social power in interpersonal 
relationships influenced emotional contagion. Moreover, sad expressions resulting from 
partners’ disclosures did not differ across conditions, reflecting the display rule of negative 
emotions in Japan. These results indicate that interpersonal relationships need to be taken into 
account in the model of emotional contagion. 

Keywords: emotional contagion, interpersonal relationships, vignette paradigm, emotional 
expressions, intimacy.
 

Emotional contagion refers to the tendency to catch (experience / express) 
another person’s emotions (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994, p. 7). In 
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everyday life, people commonly disclose emotional experiences to others, but 
the listener does not always share the same emotion as the person relaying 
the experience. Some people are more sensitive than others to the emotional 
expressions of those around them, and people are more likely to share emotions 
in certain relationships. Personal factors and relationship factors both influence 
the processes of emotional contagion. The present experiment examined two 
factors that influence emotional contagion; individual differences in emotional 
susceptibility, and interpersonal relationships. 

Individual Differences in Emotional Susceptibility

Previous studies have described the mechanism for emotional contagion as 
innate and automatic, emphasizing both its universality and its ubiquity. However, 
emotional contagion does not always occur because of individual differences 
in emotional susceptibility. Hatfield et al. (1994) proposed that emotionally 
susceptible people are those who: (a) pay attention to others and are able to read 
others’ emotional expressions; (b) construe themselves as interrelated with others 
rather than independent and unique; (c) tend to mimic facial, vocal, and postural 
expressions; and (d) have a conscious emotional experience that is powerfully 
influenced by peripheral feedback.

Based on the above characteristics, Doherty (1997) developed the Emotional 
Contagion Scale (ECS), a 15-item unidimensional measure of susceptibility 
to others’ emotions, using samples in Hawai’i, Manoa, and Maui. Principal 
components analysis of the items yielded a one-factor model that best fit the 
data. In addition, two sets of intercorrelated items were found. One was a positive 
subscale (consisting of the love and happiness items) and the second was a 
negative subscale (consisting of the fear, anger, and sadness items). Although 
Doherty pointed out the possibility that the ECS had a multidimensional 
structure, it was finally concluded that the ECS had a single structure.

However, because emotions vary on a broad spectrum, and each emotion has 
its own processes, it may well be more valid to consider emotional contagion 
as a multidimensional structure rather than a unidimensional structure. Kimura, 
Yogo, and Daibo (2007) translated the ECS into Japanese, and refined the factor 
structure.1 From the results of factor analysis, ECS was composed of 4 factors; 
Happiness contagion, Sadness contagion, Anger contagion, and Love contagion. 
Each factor had internal consistency and test-retest reliability. In this study, we 
reconfirmed the four-factor structure of the ECS. 

1 The EC Scale (Doherty, 1997) was translated into Japanese. Two undergraduate students who had 
studied for at least four years in North America, two professors who specialize in social psychology, 
and one undergraduate student majoring in social psychology engaged in the translation process.
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Interpersonal Relationships and Emotional Contagion

Previous studies have focused largely on individual differences in emotional 
susceptibility, with only a few relationship factors taken into account. Gump and 
Kulik (1997) incorporated either strangers or confederates as participants’ partners 
in stressful situations and found that affiliation facilitated emotional contagion. In 
addition to the degree of affiliation in interpersonal relationships, social power 
also plays a role in emotional contagion. Snodgrass (1985) demonstrated that 
people whose social power was low were sensitive to the emotions of people 
with high social power. Additionally, it was reported that superiors were more 
expressive than subordinates (Hall, Rosip, Smith LeBeau, Horgan, & Carter, 
2006). In contrast, Hsee, Hatfield, and Carlson (1990) found that people with 
high social power tend to mimic the target persons’ emotional expressions more 
than do people with low social power. However, the social relationship between 
participants and target persons in the Hsee et al. study was not clearly defined. 

The nature of the relationships examined in previous studies is problematic, 
as strangers or confederates (e.g., Gump & Kulik, 1997) clearly differ from 
relationships in everyday life where partners sharing emotions typically have 
preexisting relationships. One method to capture pre-existing interpersonal 
relationships, including varying degrees of intimacy and power differentials, is 
with vignette experiments. In this experiment, we adopted a vignette paradigm 
in which participants were instructed that their partner was either a friend, 
acquaintance, senior, or junior.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Studies relying on strangers or confederates (e.g. Gump & Kulik, 1997) 
clearly differ from everyday life where partners sharing emotions typically have 
pre-existing relationships. Here we adopted a vignette paradigm in which real 
interpersonal relationships in daily life were used. Participants were instructed 
that their partner was either a friend, acquaintance, senior, or junior. We assumed 
that the level of intimacy would be higher in the friend, senior, and junior 
conditions than in the acquaintance condition. Because affiliation has been 
found to facilitate emotional contagion (Gump & Kulik), it was predicted that 
participants would be more susceptible to the friend, senior, or junior as partners, 
as compared to acquaintances (Hypothesis 1).

For social status, the senior condition would be the highest, friend and 
acquaintance conditions would be the second highest, and the junior condition 
would be the lowest.2 Given the findings that people with lower social power are 

2 In Western culture, it may seem that people are rarely aware of differences of social power or 
social status for seniors or juniors in their university or office. However, in Japan, there are definite 
differences of social power or social status between seniors and juniors in universities and in the 
workplace (e.g., Nakane, 1970).
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more sensitive to people’s emotion than those with high social power (Snodgrass, 
1985) and that superiors were more expressive than subordinates (Hall et al., 
2006), it was predicted that the degree of emotional contagion would be the 
highest for the senior, second highest for the friend whose social status was the 
same as that of participants, and lowest for the junior whose social status was the 
lowest (Hypothesis 2).

In addition, we explored the moderating effect of different types of interpersonal 
relationships on the correlation between emotional susceptibility and emotional 
responses (emotional expressions and emotional experiences). 

Method

Selection of Emotional Experience Episodes

Based on previous studies (Kimura, Yogo, & Daibo, 2005; Yamamoto, Yogo, & 
Suzuki, 2004), emotional experience episodes for use in the vignette experiment 
were selected. Acquisitions of New Relationships and Goods, and Experiences of 
Success and Achievement were selected for the happy episodes, and Experiences 
of Loss, and Experiences of Failure and Frustration were selected for the sad 
episodes. Emotional episodes were as follows.

Acquisitions of New Relationships and Goods: 
	 The other day, Assumed Partner (AP) started to date just the right person. 

Today, AP told you about this new relationship and expressed a feeling of 
happiness.

Experiences of Success and Achievement:
	 The other day, AP passed the most exclusive and difficult examination on 

which s/he had had his/her sights for a long time. Today, AP told you s/he 
had passed and expressed a feeling of happiness.

Experiences of Loss:
 	 The other day, AP lost his/her dear mother. Today, AP told you about his/her 

mother’s death and expressed a feeling of sadness.
Experiences of Failure and Frustration:
 	 The other day, AP failed the most exclusive and difficult examination on 

which s/he had had his/her sights for a long time. Today, AP told you about 
the failure and expressed a feeling of sadness.

Participants

In total, 186 Japanese undergraduate students participated in this experiment 
for extra credit in psychology classes. One hundred and fifty-six participants (48 
male, mean age = 21.31, SD = 1.63; 108 female mean age = 21.66, SD = 4.46) 
were included in the analysis, as 16 participants who did not indicate their gender 
and 14 participants whose questionnaires were incomplete were eliminated. 
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Measures

Participants were asked to answer the following seven sets of questions. (1) 
Demographic questions concerning their age and sex. (2) What the initials of 
their AP were in order to ensure the participants assumed their partner exactly. 
(3) They rated how intimate they and their AP were on a 7-point Likert scale (1 
= not at all, 7 = extremely). (4) Following each of the four vignettes, they rated 
how much they thought their AP experienced happiness, sadness, anger, and 
interest on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely). (5) They were 
asked to rate how much they experienced happiness, sadness, anger, and interest 
on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) when their AP disclosed 
their emotional experiences in the vignettes. (6) They were asked to rate how 
much they expressed each of the four listed emotions on a 7-point Likert scale (1 
= not at all, 7 = extremely) when their assumed partner disclosed their emotional 
experiences.3 (7) Finally, they completed the Japanese version of the EC Scale 
(Kimura et al., 2007) answering each item on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 2 
= rarely, 3 = often, and 4 = always). 

Procedure

Each participant was randomly assigned to one of four groups: the friend, 
acquaintance, senior, or junior condition. They were instructed that, for the 
experiment, “friend” meant a person whom the participant knew and usually 
communicated with, “acquaintance” meant a person whom the participant knew 
and seldom communicated with, “senior” meant a person whose social status was 
higher than the participant’s, and “junior” meant a person whose social status was 
lower than the participant’s. 

In each condition, participants were asked to assume a partner appropriate to 
their assigned condition. They completed the ratings described above in which 
their assumed partner disclosed each of the four emotional experiences. The 
order of the presentation of the emotional experiences was counterbalanced 
across participants. 

3 We adopted the method of a vignette experiment with questionnaire. In this approach, it is difficult 
to distinguish between intended emotional expression and unintended emotional expression. Hatfield 
et al. (1994) pointed out the possibility that cognitive processes mediate emotional contagion when 
emotional contagion is viewed broadly. In addition, Hatfield et al. suggested that primitive emotional 
contagion does not mediate cognitive processes. This study examined emotional contagion in the 
broad sense of the term. Although we discussed whether the results in this study could be extended 
to primitive emotional contagion later, an experiment which includes face-to-face communication 
would be needed in future research.
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Results

Manipulation Check of Intimacy

To confirm that the manipulation of intimacy had been successful, a one-way 
ANOVA was conducted on the ratings of intimacy that participants indicated for 
their AP. A main effect of the type of interpersonal relationships was found (F(3, 
152) = 19.92, p < .0001). The four types of interpersonal relationship were then 
compared using Tukey’s method. As expected, the results showed that friend 
(n = 34, M = 5.91, SD = 1.11) yielded the highest scores of intimacy. Junior  
(n = 42, M = 5.60, SD = 1.08) was the second highest, senior (n = 38, M = 5.32, 
SD = 1.45) the third highest, and acquaintance (n = 42, M = 3.81, SD = 1.55) 
the lowest. There were significant differences between friend and acquaintance, 
senior and acquaintance, and junior and acquaintance. These results confirmed 
that the manipulation of intimacy was successful.

Individual Differences in Emotional Susceptibility

Table 1
Factor Loading of the Emotional Contagion Scale (N = 156)

		  Factor 1	 Factor 2	 Factor 3	 Factor 4
		  Love	 Sadness	 Anger	 Happiness

I sense my body responding when the one I love 
	 touches me.	 .90	 -.10	 .02	 -.00
I melt when the one I love holds me close.	 .83	 .11	 -.05	 -.05
When I look into the eyes of the one I love, 
	 my mind is filled with thoughts of romance.	 .78	 .03	 .05	 .07
If someone I’m talking with begins to cry, I get teary eyed.	 -.09	 .83	 .11	 -.04
I cry at sad movies.	 -.01	 .81	 -.05	 .01
I get filled with sorrow when people talk about 
	 the death of their loved ones.	 .17	 .69	 -.05	 .04
I notice myself getting tense when I’m around people 
	 who are stressed out.	 -.06	 .05	 .82	 .13
I tense when overhearing an angry quarrel.	 .02	 .06	 .76	 -.05
It irritates me to be around angry people.	 .08	 -.09	 .73	 -.10
Being with a happy person picks me up when 
	 I’m feeling down.	 .01	 -.08	 .03	 .91
Being around happy people fills my mind with 
	 happy thoughts.	 .01	 .09	 -.05	 .83

	 Factor correlation	 Sadness	 Anger	 Happiness
	 Love	 .31	 .05	 .22
	 Sadness		  .14	 .32
	 Anger			   -.01
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Consistent with Kimura et al. (2007), the four factors were extracted as a 
result of factor analysis employing an oblique rotation: Love Contagion, Sadness 
Contagion, Anger Contagion, and Happiness Contagion (Table 1). Interfactor 
correlations ranged from -.01 to .32. Analysis of the internal consistency of 
each factor revealed Cronbach’s α of .80 for Love Contagion, .70 for Sadness 
Contagion, .66 for Anger Contagion, and .70 for Happiness Contagion. Means 
and standard deviations were as follows: Love Contagion (M = 3.17, SD = 0.64), 
Sadness contagion (M = 2.94, SD = 0.65), Anger Contagion (M = 3.01, SD = 
0.62), and Happiness Contagion (M = 2.75, SD = 0.73). 

We also conducted covariance structure analyses to confirm the four-factor 
structure of the ECS (Kimura et al., 2007). First, we tested Doherty’s (1997) 
unidimensional model. The data did not support a one-factor model (χ2(44) = 
218.76, p < .0001, CFI = 0.56, RMSEA = 0.16). Second, we tested a four-factor 
model (Kimura et al., 2007) and found that the data supported this model (χ2(38) 
= 40.57, ns, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.02). Thus, the multidimensional structure 
of the ECS was clearly demonstrated. These results showed that the multidi-
mensional structure was more valid for the ECS than was the unidimensional 
structure.

Interpersonal Relationships and Emotional Contagion

The means and standard deviations for the emotional experiences of the 
AP, emotional experiences of the participants, and emotional expressions of 
the participants are shown in Table 2. We calculated Pearson’s correlations 
between ratings of the two happy episodes for the participants’ ratings of their 
AP’s emotional experience, the participants’ emotional experiences, and the 
participants’ emotional expressions. Significant positive correlations were 
found between these episodes for all rating types. Therefore the mean ratings 
for the episodes were calculated and used in subsequent analyses. Similarly, we 
calculated the Pearson’s correlations between ratings of the two sad episodes. 
Significant positive correlations were found between these episodes. Therefore 
we calculated the means for these two episodes and used these scores in the 
following analyses. 

Success of the Emotional Episodes Manipulation 
A one-way ANOVA was conducted on the degree of participants’ ratings of 

their AP’s emotional experiences by each type of interpersonal relationship 
(Table 2). In each type of interpersonal relationship, participants assumed that 
when their AP disclosed happy experiences, their AP primarily experienced 
happiness. Similarly, when their AP disclosed sad experiences, participants 
thought that AP primarily experienced sadness. This relationship was consistent 
for all types of interpersonal relationships, demonstrating the success of the 
manipulation of emotional episodes in the vignette experiment.
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Does Emotional Contagion Occur in Each Type of Interpersonal 
Relationship?

We examined whether or not emotional contagion occurred in each type of 
interpersonal relationship. First, we conducted a one-way ANOVA on the scores 
of participants’ emotional experiences when their AP disclosed an emotional 
experience to determine whether emotional contagion would occur in each 
type of interpersonal relationship (Table 2). These results showed there were 
main effects for type of emotion. That is, when their AP disclosed a happy 
experience, participants experienced happiness the most, interest the second, 
and they rarely experienced sadness or anger. Consistent with this, when their 
AP disclosed their sad experience, participants experienced sadness the most, 
interest the second, and rarely any experiences of happiness and anger. Clearly 
participants experienced the same emotions as those they assumed their AP 
experienced while disclosing the emotional experiences, regardless of the type 
of interpersonal relationship they were engaged in. The same analysis was 
conducted on the scores for participants’ emotional expressions when their AP 
disclosed an emotional experience. The results were identical to the emotional 
experience results.4

What Relationship Facilitates Emotional Contagion? 
Having confirmed that emotional contagion occurred regardless of the type 

of interpersonal relationship, we sought to determine what type of relationship 
facilitated emotional contagion the most by comparing the degree of emotional 
contagion among types of interpersonal relationships. 
Emotional Experiences of Happiness  To examine which relationship facilitated 
the emotional contagion of happy experiences, we conducted one-way ANOVA 
on scores of participants’ happy experiences in response to their AP’s disclosure of 
happy experiences. There was a main effect for type of interpersonal relationship 
(F (3, 152) = 5.42, p < .001). The four types of interpersonal relationship were 
compared using Tukey’s method. It was found that friend yielded the highest 
scores, junior the second highest, senior the third highest, and acquaintance the 
lowest. Significant differences were obtained between friend and acquaintance, 
and between junior and acquaintance.
Emotional Expressions of Happiness  To determine which relationship 
facilitated the emotional contagion of happy expressions, a one-way ANOVA 

4 These results indicated emotional contagion based on relative differences of the means between 
emotions. However, we thought that these results showed happy contagion from the perspective 
of absolute values because the means of happy experiences and expressions when hearing happy 
episodes were significantly higher than theoretical medians. In the same way, the means of sad 
experiences and expressions when hearing sad episodes were significantly higher than theoretical 
medians.
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was conducted on scores of participants’ happy expressions when their AP 
disclosed happy experiences. The results showed a marginal main effect for 
type of interpersonal relationship (F (3, 152) = 2.46, p < .07). The four types 
of interpersonal relationship were then compared using Tukey’s method. For 
emotional expressions of happiness, the scores from highest to lowest were 
junior, friend, senior, and acquaintance. Only the difference between junior and 
acquaintance was significant. 
Emotional Experiences of Sadness  To examine which relationship facilitated 
emotional contagion of sad experiences, we conducted a one-way ANOVA on 
scores of participants’ sad experiences when their AP disclosed sad experiences. 
The results showed a main effect for type of interpersonal relationship (F (3, 152) 
= 3.05, p < .05). Then, we compared the four types of interpersonal relationship 
using Tukey’s method. The scores from highest to lowest were: junior, friend, 
senior, and acquaintance. A significant difference was seen between junior and 
acquaintance.
Emotional Expressions of Sadness  To examine which relationship facilitated 
emotional contagion of sad expressions, we conducted a one-way ANOVA on 
scores of participants’ sad experiences when their AP disclosed sad experiences. 
In this case, no main effect of type of interpersonal relationship was seen (F (3, 
152) = 0.32, ns). It appeared that intimacy and social status had no influence on 
emotional contagion of sad expressions.5

Associations between the Personal Factor and the Relationship Factor  We 
examined the moderating effect of different types of interpersonal relationships 
on the correlations between individual differences in emotional susceptibility 
and emotional responses (emotional expressions and emotional experiences). 
Pearson correlations were calculated between individual differences in emotional 
susceptibility, as measured by subscales of the ECS (i.e., Happiness Contagion 
and Sadness Contagion), and participants’ emotional experiences and expressions 
for each type of interpersonal relationship. 

Results for the emotional contagion of happiness were calculated between 
the scores for the Happiness Contagion factor and participants’ experiences and 
expressions of happiness. These are shown in Table 3. There were significant 
positive correlations between the emotional susceptibility to happiness and 
participants’ experiences of happiness in the senior, junior, and acquaintance 
condition, but not in the friend condition. It is possible that emotional contagion 
of happiness occurred regardless of individual levels of emotional susceptibility 
to happiness when the disclosing AP was a friend. Also of note, the correlation 

5 We also conducted a 2 (emotional event) × 2 (emotional experience / expression) × 4 (type of 
interpersonal relationship) MANOVA on rating of emotions, to avoid Type 1 error. As a result, we 
confirmed that type of interpersonal relationship influenced emotional contagion.
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between emotional susceptibility to happiness and participants’ expressions of 
happiness were significant for seniors and acquaintances, but not for juniors or 
friends. 

Table 3
Correlations Between the Personal Factor and the Relationship Factor for 

Happiness Contagion and Sadness Contagion

	 Happiness Contagion	 Sadness Contagion
	 Experience	 Expression	 Experience	 Expression

Friend	 .17	 .26	 .23	 .20
Senior	 .51**	 .36**	 .53**	 .59**

Junior	 .43**	 .20	 .64**	 .46**

Acquaintance	 .47**	 .32*	 .37**	 .49**

* p < .05, ** p < .01

Results for the emotional contagion of sadness were calculated using the scores 
for the Sadness Contagion factor and participants’ experiences and expressions 
of sadness. The results are also shown in Table 3. There were significant positive 
correlations in the senior, junior, and acquaintance conditions for both the 
experience and the expression of sadness. In contrast, there were no significant 
correlations in the friend condition. As with happiness, it is possible that 
when friends disclosed sad episodes, emotional contagion of sadness occurred 
regardless of individual differences in emotional susceptibility to sadness. 

Discussion

In this experiment, we demonstrated that characteristics of interpersonal 
relationships, specifically intimacy and social status, influenced emotional 
contagion. In addition, the type of interpersonal relationship moderated 
correlations between individual differences in emotional susceptibility and 
emotional responses during emotional contagion. Taken together, the results 
point to the need to develop a comprehensive model of emotional contagion that 
considers personal factors and relationship factors.

Interpersonal Relationships and Emotional Contagion

Generally, participants expressed and experienced the same emotions their 
AP had experienced when disclosing the emotional episodes, regardless of the 
type of interpersonal relationship. This finding supported the universality of 
emotional contagion proposed by Hatfield et al. (1994). However, the degree of 
emotional contagion differed with the type of interpersonal relationship. It was 
suggested that relationship factors influenced emotional contagion.
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Paying attention to each result, for experiences of happiness, participants 
were more susceptible to those with whom they shared the highest degree of 
intimacy, friends, juniors, and seniors, as compared to acquaintances, with whom 
they shared the lowest degree of intimacy. In addition, there was a tendency 
for participants to be more susceptible to juniors, whose social status was low, 
than to seniors, whose social status was high, though the difference between 
these relationships was not significant statistically. In regard to the expressions 
of happiness, participants were more expressive to highly intimate friends, 
seniors, or juniors, as compared to low-intimacy acquaintances. Participants 
were also more expressive to juniors, whose social status was lower, than to 
seniors, whose social status was higher. Meanwhile, for experiences of sadness, 
participants were more susceptible to friends, seniors, and juniors, than they 
were to acquaintances. Participants were also more susceptible to juniors, whose 
social status was low than to seniors, whose social status was high.

Based on the results, the hypothesis that participants would be more susceptible 
to emotional contagion with highly intimate friends, seniors, or juniors, as 
compared to acquaintances with a low degree of intimacy (Hypothesis 1) was 
partially supported. On the other hand, because more attention is paid to those 
who have higher social power, it was also hypothesized that participants would 
be most susceptible to emotional contagion with seniors, followed by friends, 
and then juniors (Hypothesis 2). However, this hypothesis was not supported by 
the data. It is possible that when the AP was a junior, participants may have felt 
the need to give their AP more emotional support due to the difference in their 
social roles. 

It is interesting to note that the results for sad expressions differed from 
the other results. When the AP disclosed sad experiences, participants’ sad 
expressions did not differ across the types of interpersonal relationships. This 
result was attributed to the display rules about negative emotions that have 
been demonstrated in Japan (e.g., Matsumoto & Ekman, 1989). As a result 
of the strong cultural rules against displaying negative emotion, interpersonal 
relationships were unlikely to exert any influence on the emotional contagion of 
sad expressions.

Associations Between the Personal Factor and the Relationship 
Factor

While the correlations between individual differences in emotional susceptibility 
and the degrees of emotional contagion were significant in the senior, junior, and 
acquaintance condition, they were not significant in the friend condition. The 
lack of correlations in the friend condition might well result from the defined 
characteristics of friendships in the present experiment. Friends were defined 
as having a higher degree of intimacy than acquaintances, but the same level 
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of intimacy as that shared with seniors and juniors. The difference between 
them was social status. The social status of friends was lower than seniors, 
but higher than juniors, with friends having equal social status to participants 
in the experiment. Argyle and Henderson (1985) found that there were strong 
social norms that people must disclose personal emotions and give emotional 
support when needed among friends. In contrast, social norms dictate that in 
relationships between superiors and inferiors, people must respect each other’s 
privacy. The different social norms that apply to different types of interpersonal 
relationships may explain the results of this study. That is, for intimate and equal 
relationships such as friendships, social norms may have reduced individual 
differences in emotional susceptibility. Also, when a junior disclosed a happy 
episode, there was no significant correlation between emotional susceptibility 
of happiness and participants’ expressions of happiness. This result might 
be explained by social norms that people whose social status is high must 
compliment and admire people whose social status is low (Argyle & Henderson, 
1985). According to social norms, people might have chosen to compliment and 
admire juniors in this study, regardless of individual differences in emotional 
susceptibility. In support of the specificity of the above result to emotional 
expression, when juniors disclosed a happy episode, there was a significant 
correlation between emotional susceptibility to happiness and participants’ 
experiences of happiness. When juniors disclosed their emotional episodes 
of happiness, people would experience happiness depending on individual 
differences in emotional susceptibility to happiness, while they might express 
happiness equally according to social norms.

Culture and Emotional Contagion

From a cultural perspective, it was notable that social status influenced 
emotional contagion. This was likely due to the cultural characteristics of 
Japanese people, as their relationships between superiors and inferiors are 
strongly regulated (e.g., Nakane, 1970). Further to this, emotional contagion 
occurred most in response to disclosures by an AP who was junior in status. 
This finding can be explained by Doi’s (1971) conclusion that people whose 
social status is low depend on people whose social status is high, and those who 
have high social status protect those who have low social status. Relationships 
between juniors and seniors in Japan display these asymmetric properties. 

In addition, participants were more susceptible to a friend, senior, or 
junior with whom they shared a high degree of intimacy, as compared to an 
acquaintance with whom they shared a low degree of intimacy. This finding 
reflects the characteristics of a collectivistic culture that emphasizes social 
coordination within in-groups (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Indeed, 
previous studies have reported that the correlations between social power and 
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emotional experiences differ between cultures (e.g., Mondillon et al., 2005) 
and the differences between individualistic and collectivistic cultures influence 
emotions (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Clearly it is important to consider 
cultural factors in theories of emotional contagion. However, because the present 
experiment involved only Japanese participants, direct cultural comparisons 
within the study were not possible. Future research applying the present vignette 
paradigm cross-culturally would allow for a better understanding of how culture 
affects emotional contagion. 

Limitations in This Study

 To overcome the issues in using nonestablished relationships to study 
emotional contagion, we adopted a vignette paradigm instead of observing 
participants’ behavior. However, the mechanism of emotional contagion 
remained unclear in this approach. There were two possible mechanisms: (1) 
“Primitive emotional contagion” which occurred through a process of automatic, 
synchronous nonverbal mimicry and feedback (Hatfield et al., 1994), and (2) 
“Emotional comparison” which was a more cognitively effortful process of 
emotional contagion. In the process of emotional comparison, people compare 
their moods with those of others and then respond according to what seems 
appropriate for the situation (e.g., Gump & Kulik, 1997). Emotional contagion 
through emotional comparison is related to the idea of empathy (e.g., Davis, 
1994) where people either see or anticipate another person’s emotional display 
and then experience the same emotions. Because we used a vignette paradigm 
in this study, there was a possibility that emotional contagion occurred through 
emotional comparison rather than primitive emotional contagion.

Hatfield et al. (1994) proposed that behavioral mimicry of emotional 
expressions facilitated emotional contagion, especially for primitive emotional 
contagion. Interactional synchrony has been found to occur in conversations 
about negative emotional episodes as well as positive emotional episodes 
(Kimura & Daibo, 2006). The question of whether or not interpersonal 
relationships influence primitive emotional contagion remains to be explored. 
This information would further develop theories in this area. The influence 
of behavioral mimicry or interactional synchrony would best be addressed in 
experimental paradigms using face-to-face communication.

Conclusions

Significant others provide people who have experienced an emotional 
experience with acceptable ways of dealing with the experience (Rimé, 
Philippot, Boca, & Mesquita, 1992). In addition, intimates are generally more 
accessible and available as listeners (Curci & Bellelli, 2004). In everyday life, 
our partners with whom we share our emotions are not strangers or confederates, 
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but people with whom we have previously formed relationships. The study of 
emotional contagion from the perspective of interpersonal relationships makes 
it possible to reveal how emotional contagion contributes to social adaptation in 
everyday life.
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