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Introduction 

For centuries, emotions have been viewed as strictly internal, presumed to only occur 

within the individual and having no impact made on or by the interactions that individual has 

with the outside world. However, after the pioneering research of numerous leading 

psychologists, it has become increasingly clear that emotion is an entity predominantly, if not 

entirely, dependent on interpersonal factors. The expanse of emotion that we experience 

internally influences how we interact with those around us, and in turn, how others interact with 

us (Parkinson 1996). In one 1992 study, psychologists analyzed 600 written accounts of 

emotional experiences and found that over 75% of those narratives arose from the joys or 

complications of an individual’s relationship with another person (Shaver et al. 1992). Findings 

such as this do more than just confirm that emotion is more dimensional than previously thought. 

By providing a new approach to emotion theory, an incredibly well-established topic in 

psychology, studies like this have allowed for many traditionally conducted research endeavors 

to be revisited, thus giving a new meaning to emotions and their ramifications.  

One instance in which this new opportunity can be 

capitalized on is in the case of Free the Mind, a film which 

follows three military veterans through their participation in 

mindfulness exercises as they work to overcome their personal 

mental obstacles. Mindfulness, as it is understood in this film, is 

the ability to recognize and identify an emotion, such as anger or 

fear, and its origin, such as a painful memory. A significant 

portion of the film is focused on a breathing and meditation workshop for these veterans, each of 

whom is facing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Through this workshop, it becomes clear 
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how internally-focused techniques greatly improve many of the veterans’ PTSD symptoms (Phie 

2012). When reexamining this film from the viewpoint of the social aspect of emotions, it is 

apparent that the veterans’ progress may not only have been a result of the mediation and 

breathing exercises, but also of their involvement in positive social situations and interactions. 

To clarify this impact, I will utilize one veteran from the film, Rich, as a case study to analyze 

his statements and behavior and how they may have been caused or affected by certain social 

elements of his life. Rich’s experiences are remarkably similar to those of millions of veterans 

across the country, and thus conclusions from Rich’s case can be applied universally. Ultimately, 

Rich’s journey is evidence that the workshop addressed two features of social emotions that it 

did not initially intend to address: interpersonal relationships and the physical expression of 

emotion, specifically through smiling. By improving the condition of Rich’s interpersonal 

relationships and putting him in an environment where smiling is more naturally evoked, this 

program makes clear how social interactions can be incredibly impactful on emotions and 

emotional recovery. 

Interpersonal Relationships 

One of the key findings of the last two decades is that interpersonal relationships, in 

terms of both quality and quantity, are a strong factor in how we interpret and experience 

emotions. Rich, for example, who was alone in all scenes except when shown in the meditation 

group, mentions many experiences that suggest he lacked healthy interpersonal relationships 

during and after his time overseas. In his first interview, Rich mentions a diary that he kept while 

overseas, and states that he used it in a way that “you would use a friend or someone to talk to” 

(Phie 2012). In this line, Rich’s use of “you” creates a distance between what he finds himself 

doing from what he feels others, or “you,” would do. This suggests that the concept of confiding 
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in a friend or close acquaintance was not something that Rich felt could be applied to himself, 

and from other interviews throughout the film, it is clear that writing in this diary was the only 

emotional outlet that Rich had at the time. 

The negative implications of Rich’s lack of interpersonal relationships on his ability to 

improve, or even maintain, his mental state seemed to be immense. Having only a small social 

network to rely on meant poor social support before and, to some extent, throughout Rich’s 

recovery process. According to Solomon et al., lacking a healthy level of social support is 

detrimental to those facing PTSD, and can itself be a stressor which can worsen existing 

troubles. However, significant research has shown that even just the perception of social support, 

which one can achieve simply by sitting in a group setting as Rich did in the meditation group, 

can alleviate some of stress placed on an individual without an actual support system (Solomon 

et al. 1998). These findings suggest that a strong contributor to Rich’s relatively exceptional 

results was that he was placed in 

a social environment with others 

who were going through his 

same struggle, creating a sense 

of involvement and belonging 

for Rich that he previously 

lacked. The other veterans focused on in this film exhibited stronger existing relationships, 

putting Rich at a disadvantage to begin with, but eventually allowing for him to show greater 

relative improvements.   

Another key feature of Rich’s social network that may have been impacting his wellness 

and recovery is the quality of the relationship he had with his wife at the time, the only 

The meditation workshop which Rich (third from left) and the other 

veterans participated in throughout the film.  
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meaningful relationship that he indicated having. In one of his personal interviews, Rich explains 

that he was very closed off from his wife. From the time that he returned from Iraq until their 

separation, he didn’t share how he was coping, and wasn’t open to discussing the experiences 

that were causing him so much pain (Phie 2012). Communication with others is a key element in 

having strong interpersonal relationships (“Attachment Theory” 2010). Through this account, it 

is clear to see that this was something Rich was unable to achieve. Most notably, from this 

testimony it can be inferred that Rich had a form of insecure attachment in this relationship. The 

form of insecure attachment presented by Rich, anxious-avoidant insecure attachment, means 

that he does not share or connect with his attachment figure, in this case his wife, in the way that 

one would in a healthy, secure relationship. Generally, insecurely attached individuals spend a 

greater amount of time in a negative mood state and are, overall, significantly more distressed 

than securely attached individuals (“Attachment Theory” 2010). Insecure attachments are not 

isolated in a person’s life nor do their effects immediately disappear following the termination or 

amelioration of that relationship. If an individual shows signs of one insecure attachment, it is 

likely that many or most other relationships in that person’s life will fall under the same 

category. Having this stressor and its ramifications present before, during, and after his recovery 

may have made it significantly more difficult for Rich to succeed in a program that did not 

address such issues.  

In addition to the inherent stress of an insecure relationship, negative attachments can 

often have damaging effects on emotional responses to memory recall, something that is central 

to Rich’s PTSD recovery. During all of Rich’s personal interviews, he recounted specific, painful 

events from his past that demonstrated either the harmful effects of his PTSD, such as the time 

when he became so upset that when he grabbed his wife’s arm he left bruises, or the root of the 
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PTSD itself, such as the day in Iraq that was so emotionally painful even at the time of 

occurrence that he couldn’t write it down in his diary. For the other veteran focused on in the 

film, only half of the personal interviews consisted of painful memory recall (Phie 2012). 

According to Cavanaugh et al., those who are insecure in their relationships tend to take longer 

to recover from the negative mood brought on by reflecting on past experiences in those 

relationships or traumatizing memories in general. When placed under the same circumstances, 

securely attached individuals would be able to more quickly recover, and even benefit, from this 

type of nostalgia (2015). Based on the significant amount of on-screen time that Rich spends 

reflecting on his relationship with his wife, it is clear that his deep concern with how that 

relationship played out, as well as his role in its demise, were of near equal or equal concern to 

him as the stressors he experienced while in Iraq. This, in combination with the quality of his 

attachment, suggests that Rich may have been struggling to deal with the negative emotions 

associated with those memories, thus complicating his recovery.  

It is widely accepted that interpersonal relationships play a significant role in how an 

individual will act both outwardly and inwardly. By using this knowledge as a foundation to 

monitor the progress of the veterans in the group, specifically that of Rich, it becomes clear that 

his insecure attachment likely impacted how extreme his PTSD symptoms were from the 

beginning, and why, when suddenly placed in a positive social environment like the meditation 

group, he exhibited such a drastic recovery. For the innumerable others who face the same 

circumstances as Rich, this evidence shows just how potent a poor social network can be to the 

process of recovery and, conversely, how forming positive relationships can hasten one’s 

recovery.  
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Smiling as an Indicator and Modifier of Emotion 

A strong indicator of how the veterans in the program had been progressing was how and 

when they chose to physically present their emotions. Immersion in social situations greatly 

influences how and when emotions are displayed through the use of specific facial expressions, 

particularly smiling. These physical expressions of emotion can, in turn, alter the underlying 

emotions. In Rich’s case, his progress and signs of a greater chance of successful recovery were 

shown in the frequency and intensity of his smiling. On screen, Rich did not show indications of 

a smile until minute forty-one, which 

was during his fourth appearance. Even 

then, he showed only the slight upturn 

of the corners of his lips, not quite a full 

smile. In all previous appearances, 

Rich’s facial expression was stern, 

unchanging, and at times, distressed. 

With each subsequent appearance, Rich 

grew more expressive in the group and 

smiled more, with his last on-screen 

appearance containing his most 

objectively genuine smile (Phie 2012).  

Rich’s facial expressions during the medication 

workshop as the film progressed. As time passed, the 

number of times that Rich smiled in the workshop 

increased.  
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Multiple studies have found that this increase can be attributed to Rich’s presence in a 

social environment, regardless of whether or not he was actively participating in a classically 

social sense. One such study found that when people are in a social setting, they tend to smile 

more than when they are alone, even if there is no direct communication with others in the group 

(Fridlund 1991). For analytical purposes, 

each time that Rich appeared on screen 

was considered a social setting, regardless 

of whether the appearance was in a 

personal interview or during a meditation 

workshop. Although Rich appeared to be 

alone in the personal interviews, he was 

sharing his thoughts with one or more  

other individuals behind the camera or   

off-screen, thus constituting a social 

interaction. Based on Rich’s own 

statements, this in-person emotional 

vulnerability was something that he was lacking in his life prior to the film, and so a sudden 

increase in social involvement may have contributed to Rich’s smiling frequency and intensity. 

Universally, smiling can be assumed to indicate happiness, thus pointing to these social settings 

as potential sources of Rich’s improvement.  

While smiling is, in most cases, a sign of a positive mood, it cannot always be considered 

the most reliable measure as a indicator of happiness. Smiles can be faked or may come not from 

a place of genuine happiness, but rather a fleeting moment of good mood. However, even if this 

Rich during his first (top) and last (bottom) personal 

interview. In the first interview, Rich rarely made eye 

contact with the camera and appeared very distraught. 

By the last interview, his demeanor and eye contact 

had both improved.  
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is the case, just the act of smiling can bring a person closer to having their mood match their 

expression. The facial feedback hypothesis states that if an individual forms a certain facial 

expression, their mood will begin to match the emotion generally associated with that expression 

(Arminjon et al. 2015). In the case of Rich, the expression is smiling and, per the facial feedback 

hypothesis, his increase in smiles likely led him to a better emotional state, whether or not his 

actual mood at the time of the smiles was positive, negative, or indifferent. Combined with the 

positive relationship between social interaction and smiling, this becomes a self-repeating cycle. 

As Rich is immersed in more social situations, he will smile more. When he smiles more, he can 

be pushed further in the direction of a stable, positive emotional state.  

Another way in which smiling can be a tool for both recovery and progress assessment is 

in its association to memory recall. For Rich, we see in the film that over time, he smiles more 

during his personal reflections, regardless of the negative or positive moods those reflections 

may generally elicit (Phie 2012). According to research conducted by Arminjon et al., the act of 

smiling while reactivating an unpleasant memory has been found to lessen an individual’s 

negative feelings towards that memory. This was particularly effective in PTSD patients since 

memory recall and its ramifications are central to the condition (Arminjon et al. 2015). When 

applied to Rich, these findings suggest that his smiling is a sign of the improvement that he has 

already made, as well as a promise of further recovery from the time earlier in the film when 

these memories had a clear, negative impact on his disposition.  

As exhibited by the Fridlund study, smiling is a social action that is deeply connected to 

our presence in and awareness of social situations, making it a necessary tool for understanding 

an individual’s fluctuation of emotions (1991). A cycle is created by being placed in a social 

setting, smiling more, and then, per the facial feedback hypothesis, that act of smiling improving 
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one’s underlying mood. Rich is a strong example of this cycle occurring over the course of his 

time in the program, and seeing as he did not smile in any early appearances, this was likely just 

as significant of a contributor to his recovery as the interpersonal relationships he gained through 

the workshop. Just as before, these experiences and improvements can be applied to the 

understanding of a larger, broader population. The concept of smiling affecting one’s emotional 

state is universally understood, and Rich’s progress supports the inclination that this specific 

concept can be used as a tool for emotional recovery from trauma or other negative mental states.  

Limitations and Areas of Future Study 

 Although this research is based on careful observation of the veterans in Free the Mind 

(Phie 2012) and multiple peer-reviewed studies, there are several limitations contributing to how 

accurate the conclusions formed in this paper can be. The first can be attributed to the film itself, 

which was based on a study that did not focus on or discuss the impact of social situations on 

emotion, and thus was not cut together in a way that makes analysis for this topic very 

straightforward. Ideally, in order to obtain a more comprehensive view of how social situations 

impacted the veterans’ emotions, additional interviews and group setting observations would be 

conducted. This way, conclusions could be based on a wider sample of data and thus be more 

reliable.  

Another substantial limitation of this research comes from the subjects themselves. Rich 

is just one veteran, and seeing as not much is known about his life outside of the program, it is 

difficult to account for certain aspects of his personality or specific past experiences that may 

have contributed to how he benefitted from the workshop and how much of it was truly due to 

social factors. Again, in order to account for this limitation, further interviews that investigate the 

social quality of Rich’s life and how he physically reacts to certain emotional stimuli would need 
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to be conducted and included for analysis. Despite these limitations, the analyses made in this 

investigation are built from a foundation of the findings from numerous well-supported and 

reviewed scientific studies and thus the observations and claims align with popular thought.  

The findings of this paper are just one example of approaching a past study with a new 

perspective. Approaching similar studies with this method could lead to advancement in the 

universally known and accepted mechanisms of social and emotional processing. The program 

followed in Free the Mind was incredibly successful and the arguments made in this paper are 

not made to discount those methods or results, but rather to provide an explanation of the results 

from an additional perspective. Looking forward, it may be beneficial to conduct a more formal 

study into how the social concepts discussed in this paper can be applied to current therapy 

programs, and how they can be used to create new program that takes both the internal and 

external aspect of PTSD into account. 

Conclusions 

Recent studies have been exceptionally successful in confirming the connection between 

our internal emotional state and the external social world. With this relatively new 

understanding, existing programs that currently only focus on the internal aspect of emotions can 

be revisited and their mechanisms can be given a more holistic explanation, one which takes into 

account all aspects of an individual’s dynamic emotional experience. Two ways in which social 

situations exhibit a positive impact on emotional health are in the availability of support in a 

social environment and in both the causes and effects of smiling induced by a social 

environment. From this analysis, it is clear that modification in one’s external environment can 

be just as impactful on the recovery process as the non-social meditation practices carried out in 

the film Free the Mind. 
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Developing a greater understanding and acceptance of the impact that social interactions 

can have on emotional processes can not only prove to be useful at both an institutional level and 

an interpersonal or individual level. Institutionally, these concepts can and should be 

incorporated into the structuring of recovery programs that currently only focus on intrapersonal 

recovery methods. If future studies or programs are able to link these two approaches, the 

possibilities for various forms of emotional recovery are endless, and PTSD patients in particular 

could reach a level of recovery that neither approach has, at this point, been able to achieve on its 

own.  

On a less structured level, focusing more on the natural relationships between PTSD 

patients and those close to them, these concepts can be used to encourage the strengthening of 

support networks and further emphasize the need for positive experiences in that patient’s life. If 

these changes are able to be made outside of one’s formal recovery or therapy process, it can 

only serve to help hasten or increase the magnitude of recovery. These are simple tools that can 

be applied to any relationship between a PTSD patient and those close to them, and if future 

studies or programs are able to link these two approaches, the possibilities for various forms of 

emotional recovery are endless, and PTSD patients in particular could reach a level of recovery 

that neither approach has, at this point, been able to achieve on its own.  
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