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ABSTRACT 

Stress produces a variety of psychological and 
physiological responses that prepare individuals to respond to 
perceived threats . However, physiological arousal may 
remain even after the stressful situation has passed. 
Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions 
provides a framework for understanding how positive 
emotional experiences may facilitate recovery from stress and 
the development of psychological resources. The Undoing 
Hypothesis suggests that positive emotions may help in 
speeding cardiovascular recovery from negative emotional 
arousal. This article describes the theoretical background of 
the hypothesis as well as its empirical support and its relevance to psychological resilience and Positive 
Psychology Interventions (PPIs). It also shows how experiences like gratitude, amusement, contentment, 
kindness, and social connection can foster emotional recovery and adaptive coping. Special attention is 
paid to the possible application of PPIs in older people. This article argues that positive emotions are not 
substitutes for addressing distress, but potential resources that complement healthy emotional 
functioning, recovery, and resilience. 
 
KEYWORDS: positive emotions, Undoing Hypothesis, Broaden-and-Build Theory, stress recovery, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Stress is a part of life. Unanticipated problems, interpersonal conflicts, work stressors, and 
health worries can elicit emotional and physiological reactions. When people perceive a situation as 
threatening, the body prepares to respond by increasing cardiovascular activity, muscular tension, and 
changes in breathing. Such reactions are adaptive because they help the individual cope with immediate 
challenges. 

But the body does not always return to its resting state immediately after the stressful situation 
is over. A person may still feel tense, breathe rapidly, or have a fast heartbeat even after the danger is 
gone. This raises an important question, what helps people recover from the physiological effects of 
stress? 

The traditional approach to stress management has been focused on relaxation, rest and 
reduction of stressors. Positive psychology adds another dimension to this by asking whether positive 
emotional experiences may help in recovery. Positive emotions broaden momentary thought-action 
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repertoires and build enduring psychological and social resources, according to Fredrickson’s Broaden-
and-Build Theory (Fredrickson, 2001). 

One important proposition in this theoretical framework is the Undoing Hypothesis. This 
implies that certain positive emotional arousal may help to reduce the lingering cardiovascular effects 
of negative emotional arousal (Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998). This perspective implies a potentially 
significant function for positive emotions: not only may they result in pleasant subjective experiences, 
but they may also play a role in the course of recovering from stress. 

The present article reviews the theoretical and empirical bases of the Undoing Hypothesis and 
explores its implications for psychological resilience and Positive Psychology Interventions. 
 
2. BROADEN-AND-BUILD THEORY OF POSITIVE EMOTIONS 

Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Theory provides a theoretical explanation for the adaptive 
functions of positive emotions. Negative emotions tend to narrow our attention and prepare us for 
specific responses to threats . Positive emotions may broaden the range of thoughts and actions 
available to us (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001). 

For example , fear may enable a person to run away from danger , and anger may motivate 
confrontation or resistance . Such answers can be helpful in situations where a quick action is needed. 
But they may also narrow attention to the perceived threat. 

Positive emotions such as joy, amusement, interest and contentment may encourage people to 
explore their surroundings, think of alternative solutions, interact socially and respond more flexibly to 
their experiences. 

The theory postulates two interrelated processes. First, positive emotions expand people's 
momentary thought–action repertoires. Secondly, repeated experiences of broadened thinking and 
behavior can help to build lasting resources, such as social relationships, coping skills, psychological 
flexibility and knowledge. 

These processes may be particularly pertinent when considering stressful experiences. When 
people are no longer in a threat-focused state, they might be more able to identify alternative 
responses, get social support, and learn from difficult situations. 

Thus, the theory contributes to a richer understanding of positive emotions as potentially 
adaptive and resource-building, not merely pleasant. 
 
3. THE UNDOING HYPOTHESIS: POSITIVE EMOTIONS AND PHYSIOLOGICAL RECOVERY. 
3.1 Conceptual foundations 

The Undoing Hypothesis suggests that positive emotions might serve to undo or reduce the 
lingering physiological consequences of negative emotional episodes. Fredrickson and Levenson (1998) 
tested this hypothesis by examining cardiovascular recovery following experimentally induced 
emotional arousal. 

The hypothesis does not state that positive emotions eliminate the causes of stress or instantly 
turn off the body’s stress response. Instead, it implies that some positive emotional experiences might 
aid in a recovery to physiological baseline after acute emotional activation. 

This distinction is important because stress responses are adaptive when they occur in the right 
circumstances. People can respond to immediate danger with increased heart rate and cardiovascular 
activation. If stress lasts for a long time, is triggered again and again, or is not dealt with properly, 
problems can occur. 

From this perspective, emotional recovery is an integral part of adaptive functioning. Thus, 
understanding the possible role of positive affect may provide insight into how individuals move from a 
state of threat-related activation to recovery. 
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3.2 Empirical evidence 
Fredrickson and Levenson (1998) in their seminal experimental work looked at cardiovascular 

recovery following a negative emotional stimulus. Emotional arousal was first induced and participants 
then watched film clips designed to evoke amusement, contentment, sadness or a neutral emotional 
state. The cardiovascular responses were recorded to assess the recovery after the first emotional 
activation. 

Results indicated that participants assigned to the positive-emotion conditions recovered faster 
than participants assigned to some comparison conditions on measures of cardiovascular activation. 
These findings offered initial empirical support for the hypothesis that positive emotions can facilitate 
physiological recovery following acute stress. 

This work was later expanded by Fredrickson et al. (2000) who examined the undoing effect 
and whether findings could be explained by distraction or replacement of one emotion by another. 

This research, looked at together, supports the scientific study of positive emotions as possible 
contributors to physiological recovery. However, the results should be interpreted in light of the 
limitations of the experimental conditions. Evidence that positive emotions accelerate recovery of the 
cardiovascular system following an acute laboratory stressor does not, by itself, prove that positive 
emotions reverse chronic damage related to stress or prevent cardiovascular disease. 

 
3.3 The recovery process 

The possible link between positive emotions and physiological recovery can be framed in terms 
of the relationship between emotional experience, attention and physiological activation. 

After a stressful event a person may continue to focus on the threat, continue to think about the 
experience, or expect more problems. A naturally occurring positive emotional experience might 
provide an opportunity to shift attention, re-engage with the present context, or focus on other life 
domains. 

For example, a moment of levity following a tough interaction can prompt a person to 
temporarily disengage from chronic threat-ruminative thinking. Likewise, a sense of satisfaction or 
emotional bond with a trusted individual could generate a sense of security and assistance. 

These experiences should not be seen as physiological treatments per se. Instead, they 
demonstrate how positive emotions may be linked to a more flexible emotional response and, under 
some conditions, a more rapid recovery from acute arousal. 

 
4. POSITIVE FEELINGS AND PSYCHOLOGICAL RESILIENCE 

Psychological resilience is the ability to adapt to adversity, and to maintain or regain functioning 
in the face of substantial challenges. Resilience is not just the lack of distress. This involves the 
processes by which people respond to adversity, marshal resources and adjust over time. 

The Undoing Hypothesis is one way to think about the relationship between resilience and 
positive emotions. If positive emotional experiences bolster recovery from negative emotional arousal, 
they may serve to promote a transition from immediate, threat-focused responding to a more flexible 
form of coping. 

Tugade & Fredrickson (2004) looked at the role of positive emotions in how resilient 
individuals respond to negative emotional experiences. Their contributions added to knowledge about 
positive emotions as potential resources in coping and recovery. 

Positive emotions may contribute to resilience in a variety of ways. They may help people to 
widen their attentional scope, to think of other ways of coping, to keep socially connected and to notice 
resources that would otherwise be missed during times of emotional upset. These processes could be 
especially useful when people are faced with problems that recur and need adjustment rather than a 
quick fix. 
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Fredrickson’s (2001) theory also suggests that the benefits of positive emotions can last longer 
than the moment. Repeated opportunities for exploration, social connection, and flexible thinking may 
help to build enduring resources. 

This hints at a potentially important relation between short-term emotional experience and 
long-term adaptation. But resilience is affected by many things like physical health, social support, 
environmental conditions, personal history and availability of adequate care. Therefore, positive 
emotions can be seen as one potential contributor to resilience, but not the only factor. 

 
5. FROM HEALING EMOTIONALLY TO BUILDING RESOURCES 

The Undoing Hypothesis can be considered in parallel with the broader resource-building 
processes described by the Broaden-and-Build Theory. 

 
To summarize, the proposed sequence is: 

Positive emotional experience → potential physiological recovery → broadening of thinking and 
behavioral options → opportunities for resource building → increased ability to cope with future 
challenges. 

The sequence is a conceptual framework not a causal pathway universally established. 
Individual processes may influence one another, and their effects are likely to depend on the person, the 
situation, and the nature of the emotional experience. 

For example, a person can be happy when he or she spends time with family after a stressful 
day. This might offer some emotional relief and encourage communication. Frequent chances to connect 
socially, in a meaningful way, over time, can deepen relationships and facilitate more access to support 
in future difficulties. 

For example, a new activity might inspire someone to explore and learn. Gratitude can lead to 
accessible sources of support and kindness can create openings for reciprocal social bonds. 

Therefore, positive emotions may promote adaptive functioning through a number of 
interrelated pathways. They can not only influence how people feel right now, but also what 
opportunities they create for learning, connection and resource development. 

 
6. UNDOING HYPOTHESIS IN EVERYDAY LIFE 

The principles of the Undoing Hypothesis may be applicable to everyday stress management. 
Small positive experiences that occur naturally can offer opportunities for emotional healing without 
requiring people to avoid or reject the difficulties they encounter. 

For example, humor may provide a temporary shift in perspective following a tense interaction. 
Quietly enjoying a comfortable moment can foster contentment. Practicing gratitude can help people 
find supportive relationships and meaningful experiences. Trusted conversations may provide 
emotional connection and a sense of belonging. 

These activities do not necessarily accelerate physiological recovery for all individuals or in all 
circumstances. Their usefulness depends on personal preferences, circumstances and the nature of the 
stressor. 

It is also important to differentiate emotional flexibility from enforced positivity. People who 
are grieving, who have experienced trauma, who are seriously ill or who are in significant psychological 
distress should not be expected to produce positive emotions on demand. Negative emotions can serve 
as signals that some basic need is not being met and are understandable reactions to adverse 
conditions. 

Healthy emotional functioning does not mean getting rid of sadness, anger, or fear. Instead, it 
allows people to recognize difficult feelings, while being open to positive experiences when they occur 
organically. 
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Thus, positive emotions should be seen as a supplement to, not as a substitute for, adequate 
psychological support, practical problem-solving, and professional treatment when needed. 

 
7. IMPLICATIONS FOR POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY INTERVENTION 

Positive Psychology Interventions are structured activities that are designed to produce positive 
experiences and psychological resources. These include gratitude exercises, acts of kindness, identifying 
strengths, positive reminiscence, engaging in meaningful activities, and practicing ways to foster social 
connection. 

The Undoing Hypothesis provides a theoretical basis to explore if such interventions can aid 
emotional recovery. Interventions that promote positive experiences for participants may create 
opportunities for broader thinking, flexible coping, and the development of supportive relationships. 

Any intervention must, however, be demonstrated empirically to be effective. One must not 
assume that all PPIs produce the same emotional or physiological effects, or that cardiovascular 
findings from laboratory experiments automatically apply to all intervention settings. 

In future intervention studies, it would be interesting to examine whether changes in positive 
emotions are related to changes in perceived stress, psychological well-being, flourishing, and 
resilience. Researchers could also test whether improvements in such outcomes are associated with 
measurable changes in physiological recovery. 

Studies like these would help clarify the mechanisms by which PPIs might affect adaptation, and 
which interventions are most appropriate for specific populations. 

 
7.1 Relevance for the older adults 

The Undoing Hypothesis may be particularly relevant to studies of psychological well-being and 
resilience in later life. Later life can involve major transitions such as retirement, bereavement, changes 
in physical functioning, changes in family roles, and reduced opportunities for social participation. 
These experiences vary greatly between individuals and should not be seen as inevitable features of 
aging. 

Interventions that promote gratitude, positive reminiscence, strengths identification, 
engagement in meaningful activities, and social connection can cultivate positive emotional experiences 
and psychological resources for older adults. 

For example, guided reminiscence activities might prompt an older adult to think about 
meaningful relationships, personal accomplishments, and experiences of overcoming adversity. A 
strengths-based activity could allow participants to recognize abilities they still practice in their daily 
lives. Group activities can also provide chances to connect and support each other. 

Such activities can be useful elements of programs designed to promote psychological well-
being, flourishing and resilience. However, their effects are not to be assumed but judged rather, 
particularly when it involves the application of theoretical propositions concerning acute 
cardiovascular recovery to longer-term psychosocial outcomes in older adults. 

Research with older populations could explore whether positive emotional experiences are 
mediators or moderators of the changes in psychological outcomes after intervention. Future research 
could also examine the influence of cultural values, family relationships, community engagement, 
physical health and accessibility on intervention outcomes. 

This approach supports a balanced view of aging that acknowledges the challenges of later life 
and the possibilities for continued adaptation, meaning, connection and psychological growth. 

 
8. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

Although the Undoing Hypothesis is a powerful framework to study the relation between 
positive emotions and stress recovery, a few considerations deserve attention. 
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First, laboratory studies of acute emotional arousal are poor surrogates for the complexity of 
everyday chronic stress. Cardiovascular recovery from a brief experimental stressor is a specific 
outcome and should not be confused with the prevention or reversal of long-term stress-related health 
problems. 

Secondly, positive emotions are a variety of experiences. Amusement, gratitude, contentment, 
interest, and affection may operate through different processes, and may not produce identical effects. 
Also their impact may differ according to individual differences, cultural context and situational factors. 

Third, the association between positive emotions and resilience is likely to be multidimensional. 
Factors such as social support, physical health, economic situation, access to mental health services, and 
coping skills may all impact how people respond to adversity. 

Fourth, additional research is needed to elucidate the mechanisms linking positive emotional 
experiences with physiological recovery and longer term psychological outcomes. Longitudinal and 
intervention studies could examine whether changes in positive emotions lead to changes in well-being 
and resilience, and whether these changes are mediated by improvements in social connectedness, 
coping flexibility, or other psychological resources. 

Finally, researchers should be cautious about interpreting positive emotions as panaceas to 
distress. Interventions should be culturally appropriate, responsive to individual needs and responsive 
to situations where emotional support or clinical treatment is required. 

Solving these problems would enhance the theoretical and practical utility of the Undoing 
Hypothesis in positive psychology and health research. 

 
9. CONCLUSIONS 

The undoing hypothesis provides a useful framework to comprehend the possible role of 
positive emotions in stress recovery. Building on Fredrickson's Broaden-and-Build Theory, it suggests 
that positive emotional experiences may help to speed up cardiovascular recovery after negative 
emotional arousal. The larger theory also suggests that positive emotions can broaden momentary 
thought and action and help build long-lasting psychological and social resources. 

The propositions have important implications for the understanding of psychological resilience. 
To overcome adversity does not mean just to suffer through hardship. It means learning to adapt, to 
find resources that are available to you, and to develop effective ways of responding to future 
challenges. 

Positive Psychology Interventions offer a practical context to examine these possibilities. 
Activities such as gratitude, kindness, positive reminiscence, strengths recognition and social 
connection may offer opportunities to nurture positive experiences and build psychological resources. 
But the exact effects need to be empirically assessed carefully. 

The key message is not that people should be positive all the time. Positive emotions, rather, 
could have a meaningful role in conjunction with awareness of distress, practical coping, social support 
and professional care. Understanding how positive emotional experiences relate to physiological 
recovery and the development of resources may contribute to a more balanced account of human 
adaptation, resilience, and healthy functioning across the lifespan. 
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