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Negative affect (NA) states have been identified as concomitant associates with somatic complaints as well as important precursors to the development of physical illness. Links have been established in adults but less is known about how these factors interact in adolescents. In a longitudinal study of adolescent health, 366 9th-grade students (188 females, 178 males, mean age 14.47 years) used a handheld computer to complete a multiple-choice diary reporting their positive and negative affect states during the fall and spring of their 9th-grade year. An auditory prompt signaled them to complete the diary every 25 (+/–10) minutes during their waking hours for a 4-day period. In the summer months, approximately 9 months after the state affect measurement, participants completed a health interview by telephone. They rated the frequency of experience of 15 illness symptoms over the preceding month. Consistent with the hypotheses, higher levels of state NA during the fall months of the adolescents’ 9th-grade year were associated with higher numbers of physical symptoms during the summer 9 months later, beyond the effects of physical symptom reports in winter. Variability in state NA during the fall months was also associated with higher numbers of physical symptoms 9 months later. As expected, girls reported more physical symptoms and higher levels of trait and state NA. In addition, the pattern of relationships between individual mood variables and physical symptoms differed for girls and boys. For boys, sadness, anger, stress, and fatigue predicted physical symptoms, but for girls, only sadness and anger were predictive. State NA variability was predictive only for boys, not for girls. For girls, lower levels of alertness in fall were associated with increased reports of physical symptoms 9 months later, whereas for boys, higher levels of alertness were associated with later physical symptoms. Results indicate that state NA predicts later illness symptoms even in healthy adolescents. The intensive nature of the measurement of affect states lends unique social ecological validity to this study. The findings suggest that interventions designed to help adolescents manage their affect states could produce positive health consequences, possibly reducing later physical symptoms.
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