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Introduction

The term “Sunday Blues,” often used interchangeably with “Sunday Scaries” and “Sunday Night
Blues,” refers to the dip in mood that usually occurs as the weekend ends and the new week
approaches (Tufvesson, 2022; Zuzanek, 2014). A recent survey suggests that this phenomenon is
widespread among employees, with 80% of respondents reporting frequent experiences of it
(Heitmann, 2018). Typically characterized by stress or anxiety, the Sunday Blues directly impacts
subjective well-being (Akay & Martinsson, 2009; Mihalcea & Liu, 2006), and repeated exposure to
these feelings may even contribute to negative health outcomes (e.g., Cohen et al., 2015; Kessler,
1997).

Due to its prevalence, the Sunday Blues has gained significant attention in popular culture, with
numerous articles, blogs, and podcasts addressing the topic and suggesting coping strategies (e.g.,
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Headspace, 2021; Pinsker, 2020). However, despite this wide recognition, the phenomenon remains
largely underexplored within the experience research community. While studies on weekly mood
fluctuations have touched upon the Sunday Blues (e.g., Ryan et al., 2010; Suhara et al., 2017,
Zuzanek & Mannell, 1993), a comprehensive understanding is still lacking. It remains unclear how
this phenomenon manifests itself and what factors contribute to it. To explore this, we conducted a
phenomenological study investigating employees’ lived experience with the Sunday Blues.
Specifically, the study aimed to address two main research questions:

1. What does the Sunday Blues feel like to individuals?
2. What individual and contextual factors shape its occurrence?

We chose to conduct focus groups because they facilitate in-depth insights into a socially relevant
phenomenon through group discussions and collective reflection (Acocella, 2012). Participants were
recruited through convenience sampling in the Netherlands and had to meet specific criteria: they
were employed, typically started their workweek on Mondays, and frequently or occasionally
experienced low moods on Sunday evenings. A total of six focus groups were conducted, each
involving three to five participants. Before attending, participants completed a sensitization task
consisting of two reflective diary entries on consecutive Sunday nights. This task aimed to increase
their awareness of their weekend routines, emotional states, and transitions into the workweek.

At the beginning of each focus group, participants were introduced to the concept of the Sunday
Blues, described as “the not-so-great feeling we get when the weekend is ending and the workweek
is just around the corner.” The discussion began with general questions about their experience—how
often they felt this way, and when they typically noticed the feelings setting in. Subsequently, we
explored more specific aspects of the Sunday Blues, such as participants’ mental and physical
sensations, changes in their perceptions of their environments, their reactions to others, and any
behaviors or preferences that arose during this time.

We then turned to exploring possible causes of the Sunday Blues. Initially, we allowed for open
discussion, encouraging participants to reflect on and share personal experiences. To stimulate
further insights, we provided a set of “factor cards” —visual prompts based on themes identified
from the participants’ prior diary entries. These cards highlighted potential contributing factors.
Participants were asked to identify which of these factors resonated with their own experiences,
especially those not yet mentioned during the discussion.

All focus groups were moderated by the first author, with notes taken by the second author. Each
session lasted approximately two hours, was audio recorded, and subsequently transcribed. A
thematic analysis was performed to identify recurring patterns and themes related to how the
Sunday Blues are experienced and what factors contribute to it.

The results suggest that the Sunday Blues is a complex and multifaceted mood phenomenon. We
found that individuals often experience a variety of distinct negative feelings under this umbrella
term—most commonly anxiety, stress, sadness, or regret—thus explaining why the Sunday Blues
can feel different every time. We also found that it may involve a building-up process: one negative
feeling can accumulate into multiple negative feelings, creating a layered experience. These findings
indicate that the Sunday Blues cannot be reduced to a single, uniform mood state. Instead, it
emerges more typically as a constellation of intertwined mood experiences that evolve with each
occurrence.



In addition to affective components, the Sunday Blues manifests through specific physical, cognitive,
and behavioral components. Bodily fatigue and discomfort are prevalent, while certain physical
sensations, such as a nervous stomach or tearfulness, often parallel feelings of anxiety or sadness.
On a cognitive level, the anticipation of upcoming responsibilities tends to dominate individuals’
thought processes, along with tendencies to overanalyze past decisions and engage in self-blame. At
the same time, behaviors such as procrastination, social withdrawal, or changes in sleep patterns
serve as outward expressions of the Sunday Blues. The present findings underscore the pervasive
impact of the Sunday Blues on individuals, shaping how they think, feel, and act during this
transitional period.

Our study reveals that the underlying causes of the Sunday Blues are diverse, reflecting a complex
interplay of personal, social, and environmental factors. Triggers, such as the loss of a carefree
weekend, unmet weekend expectations, and anticipation of heavy workloads or challenges, directly
lead to the onset of the Sunday Blues. Aggravators, including work-life imbalance, job instability, and
personal vulnerabilities like illness, further intensify these feelings. In contrast, mitigators, such as
pleasant work environments, supportive workplace relationships, and career satisfaction, can help
improve the situation and make the Sunday Blues less likely to occur. These findings offer a holistic
and nuanced perspective, suggesting that the Sunday Blues is more than a simple affective response
to the end of the weekend or a standalone phenomenon isolated to Sundays. Instead, it reflects a
broader confluence of one’s current weekend dynamics and overall work/life conditions.

Based on the study results, we propose a conceptual framework for understanding the Sunday Blues
(see Figure 1). This framework can serve as both a foundational definition and a practical tool for
researchers and professionals interested in studying or addressing this mood experience.
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Figure 1. A conceptual framework for understanding the Sunday Blues.



This phenomenological study offers a comprehensive understanding of the Sunday Blues, a common
experience widely recognized in popular culture but underexplored in academic research. Our
findings highlight its complex and multifaceted nature: rather than a simple affective reaction to the
end of the weekend, it emerges as a constellation of mood experiences that evolve with each
occurrence, shaping how individuals think, feel, and act. The Sunday Blues can be triggered by
factors such as unmet weekend expectations, intensified by issues like work-life imbalance, while
eased by factors like supportive relations at work. By shedding light on this phenomenon, this study
encourages greater awareness and more open discussions around this particular mood experience
that impacts people’s work, life, and overall well-being.
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