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Soapbox: The Power of Emotional Contagion
Dorothy Sisneros, Partner & SVP, Client Services, Language of Caring, LLC

No doubt, you’ve seen emotional contagion in action.
Perhaps you’ve been around colleagues who are sitting
around complaining. Pretty soon, others are complaining too.
Or maybe you’ve been in a meeting in which one person
becomes combative and the combativeness spreads to
others. Negative emotions can spread from person to person,
like a virus.
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The good news is that positive emotions spread too. Watch these videos to
experience it firsthand:
• Laughing Babies
• 13,000 people singing the Beatles song “Hey Jude” in
London’s Trafalgar Square
• Kindness Boomerang, a short film tracking acts of kindness
being passed from one individual to the next
After you watch, ask yourself how you’re feeling.
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Research evidence shows that “emotional contagion” is a common social
phenomenon, a type of interpersonal influence through which moods transfer
from person to person. (Click here for references). Simply put, emotional
contagion means that you can catch from and pass to others a feeling,
a mood, or the impulse to take action. The concepts of “positive psychology”
and “positive deviance” explore the attitudes, coping strategies and problemsolving techniques which enable some people to excel more than others,
even within the same set of circumstances and resources. Their positive outlook,
insights and ability to think outside the box can spread, helping the entire team.
So, negative emotions spread. Positive emotions spread. I’m happy to let you
know that compassion is also contagious! The wonderful movie Pay It Forward
vividly portrays this.
By performing, observing, reading about or hearing stories of
compassionate acts, we are moved to do more compassionate acts.
If your organizational culture is filled with positive feelings and visible acts of
compassion, you will see greater employee energy, engagement, satisfaction,
and teamwork. If it’s rife with negative feelings, you’ll see more absenteeism and
burnout.

“ Surprise
someone every
day with a
compassionate
act.”

How can you start an ‘epidemic’ of positive emotions and compassionate acts in
your organization?
1. Surprise someone every day with a compassionate act.
2. Train yourself. As a patient experience champion, your mood is particularly
important in setting the tone for the team. Model the values and attitudes you
want to see in others. Be aware of your own mood and how you are projecting
it to others. If you aren’t in the best mood, project positivity anyway. Smile.
Make eye contact. You will quickly see how your positive vibes are reciprocated
(which will further lift your spirits)!
3. Be aware. Keep your finger on the emotional pulse of your team. Like physical
infections, epidemics of negative emotions can spread quickly when they are
not monitored. If you notice a negative mood spreading in your team,
investigate and nip the problem in the bud.
4. Encourage positive emotions among staff. When rounding on staff,
encourage stories that revive and recall positive feelings. “Please tell me—
in detail—about a time today when you felt really good about your interaction
with a member of our team or a patient.” Be sure others are listening.
5. Invite positive stories from patients. When rounding on patients,
ask “Was there a time today when you felt really good about your care
or service? Tell me the whole story and how you felt.”
6. View emotional contributions as a skill. Due to the power of emotional
contagion, and since an employee’s emotions and moods affect team
functioning, consider this when interviewing, hiring, training, coaching and
reviewing employee performance.
7. Learn from each other. Look at members of your team who are excelling.
Identify their unusual but successful coping and problem-solving strategies.
Develop initiatives to enable their positive influence to spread. For inspiration
see more on positive psychology and positive deviance.
8. Inject humor and fun into team activities. See the Staff Meeting Ideas
section for practical tips.
And know this: “Employees who receive more compassion in their workplaces
see themselves, their co-workers, and their organization in a more positive light,
report feeling more positive emotions like joy and contentment, and are more
committed to their jobs.” --Greater Good Science Center
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Emotional Contagion
1. Describe the objective: To explore the power of emotional contagion and
how we can spread positive emotion in our organization, to the benefit of all.
2. Show examples of Emotional Contagion (such as these videos):
• Laughing Babies
• 13,000 people singing the Beatles song “Hey Jude” in
London’s Trafalgar Square
• Kindness Boomerang, a short film tracking acts of kindness
being passed from one individual to the next.
3. Ask the group:
• When was a time YOU “caught” an emotion from others?
It could have been from one other person or in a crowd of thousands.
• Where have you observed the contagion of positive emotion at work?
Outside work?
• Ask people to share their experiences in pairs or trios. If there is time,
ask one or two people to share their stories with the larger group.
4. Strength bombardment. Sit in a circle. Pick one person to be bombarded
with strengths first. All the others in the circle say one positive thing or something they appreciate about that person. Continue around the circle until each
person has been bombarded with appreciation and compliments.
5. Brainstorm.
• Share your ideas about different ways to spread positive emotion
within your team.
• And especially, share ideas about ways to spread compassion in
people’s daily work.
6. Take action. Choose one idea to adopt as a group and make a
commitment to follow through.

QUOTEWORTHY

“That’s what I consider true generosity: You give your all,
and yet you always feel as if it costs you nothing.”
Simone de Beauvoir

Practice Laughter Yoga
Laughter is the best medicine. It strengthens the immune system, releases
endorphins, and is a fun cardio workout! Try these simple laughter yoga
exercises in small or large groups—the more the merrier.

STRESSBUSTER

• Take a deep breath. Exhale in a big belly laugh. Repeat three times.
• Vowel laughter: Make a laughter sound for each vowel “Ah ha ha!
Ee hee hee! Iy iy iy! Oh ho ho! Uh uh huh!”
• Laughter relay: Sit in a circle. One person begins to laugh, and makes
eye contact with another person until s/he starts to laugh. Then that person
makes eye contact with another and so on. You can make funny faces or silly
laughs. The laughter may be forced at first, but gradually becomes genuine
(and hilarious).

3

© 2017 Language of Caring

VOLUME 8

languageofcaring.com

CELEBRATING
NURSES WEEK

4

IS SUE 101

In honor of Nurses Week (May 6 - 12) we offer this selection of quotes
that speak to the remarkable contributions nurses make every day.
From Caring Inspirations: 100 Quotes to Spark Reflection,
Insights and Conversation © Language of Caring, LLC 2017.
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Let’s connect at these upcoming events!
SHM Hospital Medicine 2017
May 1-4, Las Vegas, NV
• Hear Jeremy Blanchard, Chief Medical Officer and Senior Physician
Coach with Language of Caring present Three Communication
Essentials that Ensure a Positive Patient Experience.
May 4th, 9am - 9:40am PST.
• Visit our exhibit (#418) to chat with us and access great resources.
• To schedule a private meeting with Dr. Blanchard, contact him at:
jblanchard@languageofcaring.com or 406-498-0053.
Click here to register for the conference.
Cleveland Clinic’s Patient Experience Summit 2017:
Empathy + Innovation
May 22-24, Cleveland, OH
• Visit our exhibit to chat with us and access great resources.
• To schedule a private meeting with Cheryl Glass,
VP Business Development, contact:
cglass@languageofcaring.com or 314-256-1415.
Click here to register for the conference.
Catholic Health Assembly Conference: Building Bridges by Faith
June 11 – 13, 2017, New Orleans, LA
• Visit our exhibit to chat with us and access great resources.
• To schedule a private meeting with us contact:
◊ Jill Golde, Partner & SVP, Market Development,
at jgolde@languageofcaring.com or 314 571 9607
◊ Cheryl Glass, VP Business Development,
at cglass@languageofcaring.com or 314-256-1415
Click here to register for the conference.

I LOVE THESE
RESOURCES!

Letter from a nurse-turned-patient
When an oncology nurse receives the same shattering diagnosis all her
patients received, she realizes that even as a well-meaning caregiver she
never fully understood what her patients were experiencing, or how her
words affected them. Click here to read her powerful letter to her patients,
in which she reassesses the things she said, and didn’t say, as a nurse.
She considers how—had she really ‘gotten it’—she might have been better
able to give her patients the compassion, information, guidance and help
they needed.
Guide to Happiness for Kids (and Adults)
Have You Filled a Bucket Today? A Guide to Daily Happiness for Kids,
By Carol McCloud
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This heartwarming book encourages positive behavior by using the
concept of an invisible bucket to show children how easy and rewarding
it is to express kindness, appreciation and love by “filling buckets”. We all
carry around an invisible bucket. Ideally, our buckets are filled with positive
sentiments, kindnesses, and experiences. Also, ideally, we do our best
to avoid situations in which others empty our buckets. We have the power
to fill our own buckets and to fill others’ buckets (or to deplete them).
Read this book to your team to provide a powerful metaphor you can use
to encourage your team to intentionally have a positive impact on others.
(And the parents on your team might make the bucket-filling metaphor
contagious with their families.)
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Communication as a Treatment Modality
Patient experience champions have long
recognized the importance of improving
communication in order to enhance the patient
and family experience, to strengthen colleague
relationships and to shape enduring cultures
of caring. But communication is much more
than that; it is a treatment modality that we
need to use in order to achieve the best
possible patient outcomes. Before scientific
advances like chemotherapy, antibiotics,
transplants, and transfusions, communication
was the cornerstone of medical care. It was
often the only treatment modality available,
and it was remarkably effective in relieving
pain and curing disease. As medical science
advanced, communication transitioned from
a treatment modality to a nicety (not required,
but appreciated), implying that its impact was
insignificant. Communication as worthy of
serious study in curing disease lost favor and
became known as soft and unscientific, with its
impact elusive and questionable.
This compelling webinar redefines and spotlights
communication as a treatment modality and
provides irrefutable scientific evidence of its
therapeutic impact.
Highlights:
• Communication: “Soft stuff” or hard science?
• The evidence base for the impact of
communication on patient outcomes
• Concrete practices that optimize the therapeutic
impact of communication
• How patient experience champions can reframe
the nature and importance of communication to
achieve breakthroughs
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WHO SHOULD ATTEND?
Patient Experience Leaders and Team
Members, Physicians and Physician
Leaders, CNOs, Nursing and Patient Care
Leaders, Advanced Practice Clinicians,
Residency Program Directors, CHROs,
Educators, Training and Organization
Development Leaders

WEBINAR FACULTY

Dorothy Sisneros, MS, MBA is Partner and SVPClient Services for Language of Caring. Dorothy is an
expert leader, coach, facilitator, trainer, and strategic
partner. She currently leads the Language of Caring’s
Client Services team.
Jeremy R. Blanchard, MD, MMM, CPE is the CMO
and Senior Physician Coach for Language of Caring.
Dr. Blanchard is a seasoned intensivist, physician
executive and visionary leader.
Amy Steinbinder, PhD, RN, NE-BC is VP for Nursing,
Evaluation and Quality for Language of Caring.
Amy is a respected healthcare leader, researcher,
and author on patient safety, nursing practice
innovation, and service. Amy applies her expertise
in organizational dynamics and professional nursing
practice to engage clinical staff, physicians, and
leaders in creating a culture of clinical excellence,
exceptional service and patient safety.

CLICK HERE
FOR COMPLIMENTARY
REGISTRATION
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Achieve Communication Excellence
with Our Patient Experience Solutions
y Web-based training programs that hardwire best practice communication skills
y Proven CAHPS and patient experience breakthroughs
y Engages and fulfills Staff and Physicians
TO LEARN MORE
Attend a Live Webinar Overview on June 20 or June 27 or Contact Us
Join the 200+ organizations who are transforming their cultures with the Language of Caring

Contact Us!

314 300 7701

Spread the Resources
• Forward this month’s HeartBeat email to others.
• Share and tweet the following link:
The Power of Emotional Contagion
http://languageofcaring.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/power-of-emotional-contagion.pdf

Join our LinkedIn Group “Quality Patient Experience and HCAHPS
Improvement” and add to the rich discussions.
Jill Golde, MS, Dorothy Sisneros, MS, MBA
and Wendy Leebov, EdD—partners at
Language of Caring.

PLEASE FOLLOW US!

Achieving an unparalleled patient experience and a culture
of caring through exceptional communication.
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