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What exactly are tears? 
We have a film of tears, known as basal tears, 
in our eyes at all times, to keep the eyeballs 
moist and prevent the cornea drying, which 
could lead to blindness. Tears are produced 
by the lacrimal glands and consist of water, 
proteins, ions, glucose, enzymes, lipids, urea 
and other chemicals, including antibiotic 
agent lysozyme which protects against 
infection. When we cry, excess tears are 
produced and flow out of our eyes. These can 
be reflexive tears caused by irritants to the 
eye (such as chopping onions), or emotional 
tears, which are produced when we are happy, 
sad, etc. There’s a connection between the 
areas of the brain involved with emotion and 
the tear ducts. Studies point to the cathartic 
effect of crying, with 88.8 per cent of people 
saying they feel better after weeping, and 
only 8.4 per cent feeling worse.
 
What’s the point of crying?  
Most scientists agree that it does help relieve 
stress. Emotional tears have been found to 
contain higher levels of a hormone called 
adrenocorticotropic (ACTH), which triggers 
production of stress chemical cortisol – so 

says Dr Vingerhoets. ‘During a reunion, for 
example, we may cry for all the time we 
missed with each other.’ But there’s no doubt 
we cry when we’re moved by music – and that 
goes back to the way our mothers soothed us 
when we cried as children. ‘The response of 
the mother to a crying child is often to 
comfort them with lullabies,’ says Dr Michael 
Trimble, professor of behavioural neurology 
at the Institute of Neurology in London, and 
author of Why Humans Like To Cry (Oxford 

removing ACTH from the body by crying it 
out, and thus lowering stress, is one function 
of sobbing. But we may also have evolved to 
cry (we are thought to be the only animals 
that do) to help us communicate our feelings 
and needs to others. ‘Babies cry because it’s 
their only way to communicate when they 
are hungry, cold, uncomfortable, but 
ultimately when in need of close physical 
contact,’ says Dr Ad Vingerhoets, professor 
of clinical psychology at Tilburg University 
in the Netherlands, and author of Why Only 
Humans Weep: Unravelling The Mystery Of 
Tears (Oxford University Press, £34.99). 
‘It’s an attachment behaviour designed to 
elicit help from others.’ And this may be the 
case with adults, too. Research published  
in Evolutionary Psychology found we may 
cry to show vulnerability, ask for help  
and bond with our peers.  

Why do we cry tears of joy?
Although we cry for reasons other than pain 
or sadness, scientists aren’t convinced we 
really weep tears of happiness. ‘Crying in very 
happy moments could be because we allow 
ourselves to reflect on less joyful moments,’ 

We’re the only animals who do it. And while some  
of us regularly well up over The Voice, others rarely

shed a tear. Here’s the lowdown on why we sob

University Press, £16.99). And that, he 
explains, links deep feelings of emotional 
attachment with music from a very young 
age. As for weeping over books and films, that 
happens when we identify with others and 
experience the same emotions as them.

Why do some people cry more 
than others?
In childhood, there’s little difference between 
the amount that boys and girls cry, yet from 
puberty onwards women cry more – on 
average 47 times a year, compared to only 
seven times a year for men, which could 
suggest biological as well as social reasons  
for the change in levels of tearfulness. ‘The 
male sex hormone testosterone seems to 
inhibit crying, while the female hormone 
prolactin may lower the threshold,’ says  
Dr Vingerhoets. ‘Plus, women have higher 
empathic skills, are more prone to depression 
and can be more likely to react with 
helplessness, all of which produce tears.  
Men and boys, meanwhile, suffer from  
more environmental pressure, especially  
from their peers, to control their tears.’  
Dr Trimble has a word of caution to those 
trying to prevent the natural outpouring  
of tears in difficult moments: ‘Generally, 
people feel better after crying, and 
suppression of tears, especially if prolonged 
over time, can be associated with emotional 
difficulties – failing to find resolution after 
bereavement, for example.’ 

Women cry an 
average of 47 

times a year; 
men just seven
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What happens when I… cry


