
Do you feel happy when the sun is 
shining, and gloomy when the weather is 
dull? Matt Jarvis considers the scientific 
evidence for a link between mood and 
weather

As I sat down to look for something topical to 
write about I glanced out of the window and 
realised that the answer was staring me in 

the face. The second cold snap of the winter was just 
starting and I could see the spirits of everyone around 
me sink in line with the temperature. As psychologists, 
we can’t rely on this sort of anecdotal evidence. So what 
does the literature tell us? This news article is a good 
starting point:
http://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2008/11/09/

weather-can-change-your-mood/

Weather and mood in language 
and popular culture

It is widely believed that our mood varies according 
to the weather. This association is reflected in our use 
of language. We talk about ‘fair weather friends’ who 
only stick around when our mood is positive. We 
describe happy people as having a ‘sunny disposition’. 
Angry people on the other hand are said to have a ‘face 
like thunder’. To spoil someone’s mood is to ‘rain on 
their parade’. Product designers make use of this type 
of association to create a positive mood — have you 
ever wondered why Microsoft Windows’ default screen 
shows a blue sky?

The link between mood and weather is also firmly 
embedded in music. Crowded House wrote to someone 
with a personality capable of affecting other people’s 
moods that ‘everywhere you go you always take the 
weather with you.’ Optimistic songs like Lily Allen’s 
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Activities

1 Design a study of your own to test the 
relationship between weather and mood. 
Think about how you will obtain measures of 
the weather and your participants’ moods. In 
particular, think about the ethics of measuring 
mood and consult your teacher before carrying 
out any measure.

2 Carry out a content analysis of photographs 
in magazine articles or adverts. Where the 
weather is visible, is it good weather? If so, is it 
likely that the image is being used to affect your 
mood?

‘Mr Blue Sky’ (teachers may remember the original by 
ELO!) make use of the image of good weather, while 
the more downbeat Smashing Pumpkins make use of 
the paradox that ‘Blue skies bring tears’.

Is weather really correlated with 
mood?
As scientists, psychologists look beyond language and 
popular culture and use scientific research to investigate 
whether there really is a relationship between mood 
and weather. This is a research question where the 
correlational method comes into its own. Correlational 
research involves measuring two or more variables and 
looking for a mathematical relationship between them.

Weather variables Mood measures

Sunlight

Precipitation

Air pressure

Positive mood

Negative mood

Depression

Temperature

Mood

Figure 1 Variables of weather and mood used 
in research

Interestingly, the largest study of its type found no 
correlation between mood and weather. Watson (2000) 
collected daily mood scores from 478 undergraduates 
in Texas in spring and autumn. Weather was recorded 
in terms of temperature, sunshine, rainfall and air 
pressure. None of these weather variables correlated 
with mood. However, Keller et al. (2005) found that, 
provided it was the spring and provided participants 
spent time outside, their mood was positively correlated 
with temperature and air pressure. Intriguingly, mood 
correlated negatively with temperature in the summer, 
showing that it is possible to be too hot.

Seasonal affective disorder
Seasonal affective disorder (SAD) is a form of 
depression experienced by between 1% and 4% of the 
UK population (estimates vary according to the region 
sampled and the measure of SAD). SAD is characterised 
by depressive symptoms that appear in autumn and 
winter and decline in spring. SAD is treatable by means 
of bright light (phototherapy). This works by boosting 
levels of serotonin, a neurotransmitter that plays a role 
in regulating mood. You can read a good review of 
what we know about SAD here:
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1408021/

Phototherapy significantly improves mood in both 
sufferers and non-sufferers of SAD during winter. This 
is important because it gives us an important clue to 
understanding the link between mood and weather. It 
may be that variations in the weather at key times of 
year have an effect on serotonin production.
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