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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 t9 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 ModeJ" of Emotion 

Beca use 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. 

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 "ernotion 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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