CHAPTER 31

Emotion Regulation

JAMES J. GROSS

Have you ever gotten so angry that you’ve
done something really spiteful? Or felt so much
love for your child that you’ve bored someone
to tears by recounting your child’s exploits? Or
been so sad that life has temporarily lost its
meaning? If your answer to any of these ques-
tions is “yes”—or if anyone you care about
would answer “yes”—then this chapter is for
you.

The focus of this chapter is emotion regula-
tion, which refers to how we try to influence
which emotions we have, when we have them,
and how we experience and express these emo-
tions (Gross, 1998b). Although the topic of
emotion regulation is a relatively late addition
to the field of emotion, a concern with emotion
regulation is anything but new. Emotion regu-
lation has been a focus in the study of psycho-
logical defenses (Freud, 1926/1959), stress and
coping {Lazarus, 1966), attachment (Bowlby,
1969), and self-regulation (Mischel, Shoda, &
Rodriguez, 1989).

What is new are the theoretical and empiri-
cal advances that have been made in recent
years, thanks to a dramatic increase in atten-
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tion to this topic (Gross, 2007). Until the early
1990s, there were just a few citations a year
containing the phrase “emotion regulation.”
For example, in 1990, PsycINFO listed 4 cita-
tions containing the phrase “emotion regula-
tion.” Since this time, there has been an as-
tonishing increase in citations: In 20035, for
instance, the PsycINFO citation count was
671. Although citation counts are an imperfect
metric, the 150-fold-plus increase in citations
over this 15-year period clearly reflects the
growing popularity of this topic.

Popularity is a wonderful thing, but despite
this increased attention, there remains an un-
fortunate degree of confusion about what emo-
tion regulation is (and isn’t), and what effects
(if any) emotion regulation has on important
outcomes. My goal in this chapter is to provide
a conceptual map and readable introduction
useful to anyone who is interested in emotion
regulation. In the first section, I provide an ori-
entation to emotion and emotion regulation,
and sketch a process model of emotion regula-
tion that my colleagues and I have found useful
in our work. In the second section, I describe
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the five major families of processes that popu-
late our conception of emotion regulation. In
the third section, 1 consider three exciting
growth points for the field: (1) an emerging un-
derstanding of the way particular beliefs en-
courage or discourage specific forms of emo-
tion regulation; (2) an increasing appreciation
of automatic (as opposed to effortful) forms of
emotion regulation; and (3) a growing sense of
the implications the field of emotion regulation
has for the diagnosis and treatment of psycho-
pathology.

EMOTION AND
EMOTION REGULATION

Contemporary emotion theories emphasize the
ways emotions facilitate adaptation by ready-
ing behavioral responses (Tooby & Cosmides,
Chapter 8, this volume), enhancing mem-
ory for important events (Phelps, 2006), and
guiding interpersonal interactions (Keltner &
Kring, 1998). However, emotions are by no
means always helpful. They can hurt us as well
as help us (Parrott, 1993). They do so when
they are of the wrong type, when they come at
the wrong time, or when they occur at the
wrong intensity level. At times such as these,
we may be highly motivated to try to regulate
our emotions. To understand how emotions are
regulated (or become dysregulated), we
first must consider the target of emotion
regulation—namely, emotion itself.

What Is Emotion?

As with many of the terms we use in psychol-
ogy, “emotion” was lifted from everyday dis-
course. For this reason, it has fuzzy boundaries
rather than classical edges, and it refers to an
astonishing array of happenings—from the
mild to the intense, the brief to the extended,
the simple to the complex, and the private to
the public. Irritation when a shoelace breaks
counts. So do amusement at a joke, anger at
political oppression, surprise at a friend’s new
“look,” grief at the death of a parent, and guilt
over a moral lapse. This incredible diversity has
led many theorists to despair of ever deriving a
tidy classical definition of emotion—one that
lists the necessary and sufficient conditions for
something to qualify as a “real” emotion. In-
stead, they have begun to think of emotion in

prototype terms, and have identified three key
features.

One commonly described feature has to do
with what gives rise to emotions. Emotions are
thought to arise when an individual attends to
a situation and understands it as being relevant
to his or her current goals {Lazarus, 1991a). It’s
important to appreciate that these goals may be
enduring and central to the person’s self-
concept {wanting to be trustworthy) or tran-
sient and peripheral (wanting the last slice of
cake). They may be conscious and complicated
(wanting to survive the rigors of graduate
school) or unconscious and simple (wanting to
distance oneself from a snake). They may be
widely shared and understood in a given cul-
ture (wanting to be a good son/daughter) or id-
iosyncratic and somewhat mysterious to others
(wanting to travel on a UFQ). Whatever the
goal, and whatever meaning a situation has for
the individual, it is this meaning that gives rise
to emotion. As either the goal or meaning
change over time (due to a change in the per-
son, the situation, or the meaning the situation
holds for an individual), the emotion will also
change.

A second commonly described feature of
emotion has to do with its constituent ele-
ments. Emotions are generally conceptualized
as multifaceted, embodied phenomena that in-
volve loosely coupled changes in the domains
of subjective experience, behavior, and periph-
eral physiology (Mauss, Levenson, McCarter,
Wilhelm, & Gross, 2005). The experiential as-
pect of emotion—or what it feels like when we
have an emotion—is so tightly bound up with
what we mean by emotion that in everyday
speech, the terms “emotion” and “feeling” are
often used interchangeably. However, surpris-
ingly little is known about the psychological
and biological underpinnings of emotion expe-
rience (Barrett, Mesquita, Ochsner, & Gross,
2007), and there are many contexts in which
there are dissociations between emotion expe-
rience and other aspects of an emotion (e.g.,
Bonanno, Keltner, Holen, & Horowitz, 1995).
In addition to giving rise to subjective feelings,
emotions also often make us more likely to do
something (e.g., approach others, say some-
thing mean, cry) than we otherwise would have
been (Frijda, 1986). These impulses to act in
certain ways {(and not to act in others) are asso-
ciated with autonomic and neuroendocrine
changes that both anticipate the associated
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behavioral responses (thereby providing meta-
bolic support for the action) and follow it, of-
ten as a consequence of the motor activity asso-
ciated with the emotional response. As the
many chapters of this volume attest, there re-
mains considerable debate about which of
these aspects of emotion should be prioritized,
and how these aspects of emotion co-occur
during emotion. For our purposes, it is enough
to note that emotions often involve changes in
each of these response domains.

A third commonly described feature of emo-
tion has to do with its malleability. Emotions
possess an imperative quality, in that they can
interrupt what we are doing and force them-
selves upon our awareness (Frijda, 1988).
However, emotions must compete with other
responses occasioned by the situations we are
in, and therefore do not automatically trump
other possible responses to the situation. The
malleability of emotion has been emphasized
since William James (1884), who viewed emo-
tions as response tendencies that may be modu-
lated in a large number of ways. It is this third
aspect of emotion that is most crucial for an
analysis of emotion regulation, because it is
this feature that gives rise to the possibility for
regulation.

The "Modal Model” of Emotion

Because these three core features of emotion
are emphasized in many different theories of
emotion, I have found it useful to refer to them
as constituting a consensual model or “modal
model” of emotion (Barrett, Ochsner, & Gross,
2007; Gross, 1998a). According to this model,
emotion arises in the context of a person—
situation transaction that compels attention,
has a particular meaning to an individual, and
gives rise to a coordinated yet malleable
multisystem response to the ongoing person—
situation transaction. I believe that it is no acci-
dent that this heuristic “modal model” under-
lies lay intuitions about emotion, and also rep-
resents crucial points of convergence among
researchers and theoreticians concerned with
emotion.

In Figure 31.1, I present in schematic form
the situation-attention—appraisal-response se-
quence specified by the modal model of emo-
tion (with the organismal “black box” inter-
posed between situation and response). This
sequence begins with a psychologically relevant
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FIGURE 31.1. The “modal model” of emotion.
From Gross and Thompson (2007). Copyright

2007 by The Guilford Press. Reprinted by permis-
sion.
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situation, which is often external and hence
physically specifiable. This situation is at-
tended to in various ways, giving rise to ap-
praisals that constitute the individual’s assess-
ment of—among other things—the situation’s
familiarity, valence, and value relevance
(Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). As noted above,
the emotional responses generated by apprais-
als are thought to involve changes in experien-
tial, behavioral, and physiological response
systems. It is important to keep in mind that
these responses often change the situation that
gave rise to the response in the first place. For
example, when someone appears embarrassed
after committing a faux pas, others see this em-
barrassment, and are then more likely to for-
give the social lapse (Keltner, 1995). One way
to depict this recursive aspect of emotion is by
an arrow that shows the response feeding back
to (and modifying) the situation. The key idea
here is that emotions can and often do change
the environment, thereby altering the probabil-
ity of subsequent instances of emotion.

What Is Emotion Regulation?

With this schematic conception of emotion in
view, we are ready to turn to emotion regula-
tion. It will come as no great surprise that like
“emotion,” the concept of “emotion regula-
tion” is a slippery one. This is partly because
the concept inherits all of the complexities that
are inherent in the term “emotion.” But the
construct is confusing in a second way, in that
it isn’t clear whether it refers to how emotions
regulate something else, such as blood pres-
sure, memory, or parent—child interactions
{(regulation by emotions) or to how emotions
are themselves regulated (regulation of emo-
tions). Both usages have currency, but the prob-
lem with the first usage (regulation by emo-
tions) is that one of the functions of emotion is
the coordination of diverse response systems
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