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Coughs and rashes: seeing a sick
person is enough to activate your
immune system

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, September 27", 2025.

The mere sight of virtual people coughing or developing rashes
triggers an immune response in the observer, thus anticipating
the danger of infection.

The ability to detect danger is a basic survival mechanism, largely based
on the integration of visual, tactile, and auditory signals present in the
body's immediate environment, known as the peripersonal space. The
function of the neurons responsible for this integration, located in the
frontoparietal lobe of the brain, is to enable a rapid response to any form of
threat and activate an appropriate fight-or-flight behavioral response to
eliminate the danger.

IMMUNE ACTIVATION

Avoiding the dangers posed by viruses and bacteria, the greatest enemies
of the human species, is, however, much more complicated given their
invisibility to the naked eye. Over the course of evolution, social species
like humans have nevertheless developed certain behaviors, such as social
distancing, particularly to prevent contact with infected individuals and
thus avoid being contaminated: the behavioral immune system.

A very interesting study suggests that this adaptation to the dangers posed
by a person showing signs of infection is not limited to avoiding all
contact with them but also involves an early activation of the immune
system (1). In this study, researchers equipped healthy volunteers with
virtual reality headsets and showed them virtual people (avatars) who
approached them increasingly closely, without actually touching them.
Some avatars showed signs of infectious disease such as coughing or
rashes, while others appeared healthy. Another group of volunteers was
not exposed to the avatars, but was instead exposed to a real pathogen, the
influenza virus, through vaccination.

SUPPOSEDLY INFECTIOUS AVATAR

The results are truly interesting: it was observed that the approach of a
supposedly infectious avatar rapidly activated brain areas related to
personal space, increasing activity in several regions involved in
recognizing and responding to important events, including threats.

This brain activity triggered an increase in the number of innate lymphoid
cells, a group of cells that constitutes the body's first line of defense
against invading microbes. These cells were higher in participants
approached by infectious avatars than in those approached by healthy-
looking controls. And even more incredibly, the immune activity of
participants approached by infectious avatars was similar to that of
participants vaccinated against the flu!

ANTICIPATING A POSSIBLE INFECTION

These results illustrate the brain's incredible ability to adequately integrate
what is happening in the immediate environment and select the appropriate
response. This response is especially important because, although the
immune system responds quickly to infections, it cannot always act
quickly enough to prevent serious illness. By anticipating a possible
infection, the brain allows the immune system to get a head start and be
ready to spring into action if the microbial threat materializes.

M Trabanelli S et al. Neural anticipation of virtual infection
triggers an immune response. Nat Neurosci., 28(9):1968-
1977.
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