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will illustrate, contexts such as those delineated by broad societal factors,
region, gender, or profession systematically affect response-focused AER.

Much of the research investigating the impact of broader societal factors
on emotion regulation has compared “Western” to “Eastern” contexts.
For example, many Western societies stress positive aspects of emotions
{(because they demonstrate one’s authentic and unique individuality), and,
by extension, generally encourage emotional experience and expression
(cf. Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Tsai & Levenson, 1997). In contrast,
many East Asian societies more strongly value emotion decrease, especially
with respect to “high-activity” emotions such as excitement (e.g., Eid &
Diener, 2001; Gudykunst & Ting-Toomey, 1988; Matsumoto, 1990; Tsai,
Knutson, & Fung, 2006). In line with this norm, several studies have
found relatively lesser expression of a range of emotions in East Asian
than in Western contexts (see Scherer, 1997). Notably, these differences
were not accompanied by self-reported effortful control of emotions.
Thus, societies differ widely with respect to how much they encourage
the increase versus decrease of emotions.

Variation across emotions in general, however, is only part of the story.
Different cultural contexts also differentially value specific emotions
for specific social relationships (e.g., Matsumoto, Takeuchi, Andayani,
Kouznetsova, & Krupp, 1998; Tsai et al., 2006). The regulation of anger,
for instance, varies widely in different socio-cultural groups (cf. Briggs,
1970; Stearns & Stearns, 1986; Stratton, 1923). For example, regional
differences associated with variations in understandings of honor relate
to regulation specifically of anger. As Nisbett and Cohen (1996) detail, in
so-called “cultures of honor” such as the American South or some Medi-
terranean regions, violence and openly expressed hostility are important
aspects of defending honor against real or perceived threats (see also Ro-
driguez Mosquera, Manstead, & Fischer, 2000). Thus, in these contexts
relative to others, aggression is encouraged or at least accepted as an
aspect of anger.

Positive emotions as well show systematic socio-cultural variation in
response-focused regulatory norms. For example, North American cul-
tural contexts place relatively strong value on happiness and its expression
(Matsumoto et al., 1998; Sommers, 1984). Happiness is seen as a sign of
a “good self” and of psychological well-being (cf. Markus & Kitayama,
1991). In contrast, in other contexts happiness and its behavioral expres-
sions are much less valued. For example, for the Ifaluk (a people living on a
Micronesian atoll) happiness is seen as an expression of frivolousness and
neglect of duties (Lutz, 1987). Or, in Confucian contexts, harmony among
members of a group is strongly valued. Intense personal happiness might
counteract that goal, as it may elevate the individual above the group (e.g.,

Culture and Automatic Emotion Regulation 47|

Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002). Thus, these socio-cultural
contexts relatively encourage the decrease of happiness while North
American contexts relatively encourage the increase of happiness.

Individuals’ socio-cultural context as delineated by their profession also
affects response-focused AER. One early systematic investigation of re-
lated processes was conducted in sociological studies of emotional labor
(that is, emotion regulation at the workplace; Hochschild, 1983). Re-
searchers in this field observed that different professions require surface
acting, or displays of emotions, to different extents. In particular, service
jobs such as airline stewards or waiters, place great value on emotional
displays such as “always smile at the customer,” especially in contentious
situations (e.g., Coté, 2005; Hartel, Ashkanasy, & Zerbe, 2005). Because
these contexrs are engaged with day-in and day-out, these rules become
automatic over time (Hochschild, 1983). Thus, different professions
create response-focused AER to different extents.

Together, these considerations suggest that socio-cultural contexts
shape individuals’ response-focused AER by providing norms about how
to handle emotions once they have been triggered. Because humans are
in constant engagement with their socio-cultural contexr, socio-cultural
influences—and the automatic regulatory processes they engender—are
expected to be quite pervasive. The pervasiveness of these processes
makes it important to understand how they work and what affective
consequences they have. While no studies have directly assessed socio-
cultural differences in AER, the laboratory studies we describe in the fol-
lowing section have examined processes which might help us underscand
how response-focused AER operates,

Affective consequences of response-focused automatic
emotion regulation

How does response-focused AER work, and what might be its affective
consequences? The concept of defense in psychodynamic theory (e.g.,
Freud, 1936; Vaillant, 1977) represents what is probably the first theory
of response-focused AER. As formulated by Freud, defensive inhibition
of negative emotional experiences is a form of AER thart is motivated by
the individual’s need to keep from awareness emotions that are inroler-
ably painful or incompatible with the ideal self (Freud, 1930/1961). Freud
took a negative view of this type of emotion regulation, postulating that
this defensive “work” would come at the cost of expenditure of “psychic
energy.” A type of defensiveness more specific to negative emotions has
also been labeled repression, or repressive coping (e.g., Weinberger, 1995).
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Several studies support the concept of defenses that are triggered by
emotional cues and operate outside of awareness. For example, Shedler
and colleagues (Shedler, Mayman, & Manis, 1993} identified participants
who reported minimal distress on questionnaires but whose early memo-
ries were rated clinically as showing signs of psychological disturbance.
The investigators categorized these participants as high in defensiveness.
While undergoing a mildly stressful task (e.g., reading aloud), defensive
participants showed more indirect signs of anxiety (e.g., stammering or
avoiding the content of the stimulus) than other participants, while sim-
ultaneously declaring themselves to be the least anxious. Importantly,
they exhibited greater cardiac reactivity than other participants, indicat-
ing that despite their apparent lack of awareness of their anxiety, at some
level they nonetheless exhibited greater reactivity.

The correlates of repression have been examined with similar paradigms
and also point to a relatively maladaptive response profile (e.g., Byrne,
Golightly, & Sheffield, 1965; Erdelyi, 2001; Paulhus, Fridhandler, &
Hayes, 1997; Weinberger, 1995). Studies indicate that participants high
in repression tend to have difficulty recognizing negative emotions (Lane,
Sechrest, Riedel, Shapiro, & Kaszniak, 2000). Also, when tested in labora-
tory inductions of negative emotions such as frustration, participants high
in repression tend to report experiencing less negative emotion, but cx-
hibit impaired cognitive and social skills, as well as greater physiological
reactivity (e.g., Asendorpf & Scherer, 1983; Brosschot & Janssen, 1998;
Schwartz, 1995; Weinberger, 1995).

In a similar vein, Shaver and colleagues {Shaver & Mikulincer, 2007;
Shaver, Mikulincer, & Chun, this volume) describe how individuals with
avoidant attachment styles {individuals who habitually avoid close emo-
tional relationships) learn as children that the expression of negative emo-
tion does not affect their attachment figures (Cassidy, 1994). Consequently,
such individuals learn to inhibit negative emotional cues (cf. Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2003), a process that becomes automatized over time. In support
of this hypothesis, avoidant individuals show rclatively blunted emotional
responding on automatic tasks such as lexical decision tasks (Mikulincer,
Birnbaum, Woddis, & Nachmias, 2000). Crucially, this process might not
entirely resolve their negative emotional reactions. Dozier & Kobak (1992)
monitored electrodermal responses while participants recalled memories
involving separation or rejection. They found that avoidant individu-
als had more difficulty generating negative memories. At the same time,
avoidant individuals showed increased physiological reactivity during the
task, suggesting that there might be an affective cost for cognitive disen-
gagement from the emotion.

In addition to these negative effects of cognitive disengagement, there is
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evidence that automatic behavioral regulation might also have relatively
maladaptive consequences for individuals. For example, Egloff and col-
leagues (Egloff, Schmukle, Burns, & Schwerdtfeger, 2006) examined the
correlates of spontaneous (uninstructed and thus relatively automatic)
behavioral suppression in a laboratory emotion induction, and found
that it did not reduce experience of negative emotions but was associ-
ated with greater physiological responding. Field and correlational stud-
ies of surface acting (changing emotional behaviors without changing
the underlying feeling when a situation consistently requires it) snggest
a similar conclusion. In general, surface acting is associated with greater
negative affect, lesser feelings of authenticity, and greater job strain and
rates of burnout (e.g., Brotheridge & Lee, 2003 Coté, 2005; Hochschild,
1983; Montgomery, Panagopolou, de Wildt, & Meenks, 2006).

Together, the studies outlined in this section suggest two conclusions.
First, they suggest that socio-cultural factors profoundly shape response-
focused AER in a number of ways. Second, the studies on defenses,
repression, spontaneous suppression, and surface acting suggest that re-
sponse-focused AER plays an important role in individuals’ affective re-
sponding and that it is relatively maladaptive (if not in the short rerm at
least in the long term).

The conclusion that response-focused AER seems to have relatively mal-
adaptive consequences suggests a difficult dilemmas either individuals fully
express negative emotions (which might be socially unacceptable or impos'—
sible) or they suffer the negative consequences of response-focused AER.
Such a simple dichotomy—healthy emotion expression versus unhealthy
emotion regulation—is rendered implausible by the existence of ar least
some individuals who manage to lead quite composed lives withour the
numerous negative side effects of AER indicated above. How is this pos-
sible? The distinction between response-focused and antecedent-focused
emotion regulation suggests a solution to this apparent dilemma. Recall
that antecedent-focused deliberate emotion regulation seems to have
generally more adaptive consequences than response-focused deliberate
emotion regulation. Because antecedent-focused emotion regulation re-
solves emotions before they are fully triggered, it does not entail conflict
about their expression. Perhaps then, antecedent-focused AER mighralso
be relatively adaptive. Next, we will review empirical studies that provide
evidence on this possibility.
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ANTECEDENT-FOCUSED AUTOMATIC EMOTION
REGULATION

The second main group of automatic regulatory mechanisms (antecedent-
focused AER; summarized in the left side of Figure 2.1) have their pri-
mary impact on the emotion before the emotional response has been fully
generated (Gross, 1998). Antecedent-focused AER is activated accord-
ing to norms and practices that are provided given a particular situation
(in response to situational cues). As is summarized in the row labeled
“Regulatory Mechanisms” in Figure 2.1, antecedent-focused AER can
involve automatic situation selection or modification {e.g., leaving an
emotional situation), attention deployment (e.g., not paying attention to
an emotional situation), or appraisal (e.g., altering of the meaning of an
emotional situation; engaging in particular beliefs about the situation).
In the following sections, we review, first, the socio-cultural contexts that
engender antecedent-focused AER, and, second, laboratory evidence that
provides insight into its affective consequences.

Socio-cultural considerations

Socio-cultural contexts can affect emotions by way of antecedent-focused
AER, including automatic situation selection and modification, attentional
deployment, or appraisal. For example, automatic situation selection
and modification are thought to vary as a function of cultural contexts.
In support of this notion, Kitayama and colleagues (Kitayama, Markus,
Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997) found that when asked to produce
success and failure situations, “Japanese” situations (situations selected
by Japanese participants) were rated by independent judges as less self-
enhancing, while “American™ situations (those selected by American
participants) were rated as more self-enhancing. Similarly, Heine et al.
(2001) found that Japanese students are more likely to keep engaging in
situations that are likely to enhance self-critical views (i.e., those in which
failure had been experienced) while American students are more likely
to keep engaging in situations that are likely to enhance positive feelings
about the self (i.e., those in which success had been experienced). Studies
such as these suggest that individuals—depending on their socio-cultural
context—might automatically select and modify emotional situations.
Attentional processes as well have been shown to be affected by cul-
tural factors. For example, participants from East Asian contexts tend
to direct attention in a number of subtle paradigms automatically at the
context, while participants from Western contexts tend to direct their at-
tention to focal objects (Masuda & Nisbett, 2006; Miyamoto, Nisbett,
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& Masuda, 2006). In a study directly relevant to emotional sicuations,
Cole and Tamang (1998) examined how mothers report mitigating their
4-5-year-old children’s anger. They report that the majority of Tamang (a
Nepali culture) mothers would attempt to distract their children from the
situation (for example, by giving them food), thus teaching them not to
pay attention to anger. These studies make it plausible that cultural con-
texts guide attention quite automatically in emotional situations.

Socio-cultural norms might also affect automatic appraisal of emotional
situations. For example, individuals in cultural contexts that devalue
strong emotions (e.g., Rothbaum, Pott, Azuma, Miyake, & Weisz, 2000)
might learn over time (by incorporating norms or through observarional
learning) to appraise various situations as being relatively unimportant
to the self and consequently experience relatively weaker emotions. Or,
in cultures that value personal control, emotional situations that enhance
personal control (e.g., anger-related ones) are likely to be appraised s im-
portant and relevant, which might lead to increased anger. In conrrast,
emotional situations that diminish personal control (e.g., contentment-
related ones) are likely to be appraised as less important and relevant,
which in turn might lead to decreased contentment (cf. Mesquita &
Albert, 2007; Mesquita & Ellsworth, 2001). Along similar lines,
Mesquita and Albert (2007) argue that cultural contexts that do not
strongly value personal control would lead to less anger, because situ-
ations that go against the individual’s plans are appraised as less antago-
nistic to the individual—it is to be expected, after all, that things don’t
always go the way the individual has planned.

Processes of antecedent-focused AER can of course be combined.
For instance, cultures influenced by Buddhist religions, which construct
anger as a “destructive” emotion and discourage its experience, provide
norms (the self is not important) and habits (meditation on connection
with others) that enable individuals to direct attention away from anger-
provoking situations as well as provide appraisals that decrease anger
(e.g., Nhat Hanh, 2001; Thurman 2006).

Together, these considerations suggest that socio-cultural factors power-
fully shape antecedent-focused AER. This raises the question of whether
the consequences of this type of AER are indeed more adaptive than those
of response-focused AER.

Affective consequences of antecedent-focused automatic
emotion regulation

Might antecedent-focused AER be more adaptive than response-focused
AER? Four recent lines of investigation suggest that the answer to this
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question may be “yes.” First, in explaining the positivity effect, which
refers to the fact that as individuals enter older age, they are better able
to regulate their emotions, Carstensen and colleagues (e.g., Carstensen
& Mikels, 2005) invoke automatic regulatory processes. They argue that
since deliberate processing deteriorates in older age, it is likely that more
automatic emotion regulatory processing is responsible for the positivity
effect. Thus, older individuals might make use of AER to their advantage.

Another recent study that conceptualized AER as adaptive was con-
ducted by Jackson and colleagues (Jackson et al., 2003). In this study,
participants’ resting prefrontal cortex (PFC) EEG activity was measured,
which was hypothesized to be a marker of individual differences in AER.
As predicted, PFC EEG was associated with smaller emotion-modulated
startle in response to negative emotional pictures, indicative of success-
ful AER. Third, Bonanno (2005) has provided data suggesting that emo-
tional avoidance after bereavement can promote resilience rather than
negative long-term outcomes. Lastly, field studies on emotional labor
suggest that deep acting, or, changing the way one feels given a partic-
ular situation might be associated with positive consequences such as
lower levels of burnout and greater levels of job satisfaction (Coté, 2005;
Diefendorff & Richard, 2003).

These areas of research are intriguing in that they suggest that AER
might be quite adaptive. However, they are limited in some ways. First,
in some of these studies, AER was inferred rather than directly measured.
Second, these studies do not tell us why these types of AER are more
adaptive than other types of AER. These concerns raise the question of
whether there might be a more direct way of assessing AER, and whether
the distinction between response- and antecedent-focused AER might ex-
plain the different patterns of outcomes.

In a study aimed to provide a more direct measure of individual differ-
ences in AER, we reasoned that the automatic goal of regulating emotion
might be represented as an implicit positive evaluation of emotion regula-
tion. Such individual differences would be likely activated by emotional
situations, and would thus likely produce antecedent types of AER. Thus,
we developed a variant of the Implicit Association Test (cf. Greenwald,
McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) to assess individual differences in implicit
evaluation of emotion regulation (emotion regulation IAT; ER-IAT).

In the ER-IAT, participants are presented with words from the
categories emotion control (e.g., controlled), emotion expression (e.g., ex-
pressive), positive (e.g., gold), and negative (e.g., gloom). Participants have
to judge as quickly as possible in which of the four different categories
words belong. For example, they have to press the ‘a’ key whenever they
see a word that refers to either emotion control or something positive and
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press the ‘k” key when they see a word that refers to either emotion expres-
sion or something negative. Importantly, there are two different blocks of
trials: those in which emotion control and positive words share a response
key, and those in which emotion control and negative words share a re-
sponse key. Faster reaction times when categorizing emotion control and
positive items together suggest a stronger implicit association between
emotion control and positive. Conversely, faster reaction times when cat-
egorizing emotion control and negative items together suggest a stronger
implicit association between emotion control and negative. A relatively
stronger association between emotion control and positive items thus
implies implicit positive evaluation of emotion control. By extension, we
expected that it would lead to greater likelihood of engaging in AER.

Our goal was to put this assertion to the test by assessing whether posi-
tive implicit evaluation of emotion control (greater ER-IAT scores) would
be associated with experiential, behavioral, and cardiovascular responses
to an anger provocation (Mauss, Evers, Wilhelm, & Gross, 2006, study
2). As part of this anger provocation, participants were instructed by
an “unfriendly” and “arrogant” experimenter to repeatedly perform a
boring yet cognitively straining task. In order to control for the involve-
ment of effortful emotion control, participants were asked after the task
to what extent they had tried to control their emortions.

Predictably, most participants became angry during the task. How-
ever, those who had greater ER-IAT scores reported relatively less anger
experience during this task. In addition, they exhibited a relatively adap-
tive challenge (as opposed to a threat) cardiovascular activation pattern,
characterized by greater sympathetic activation, greater cardiac output,
and lower total peripheral resistance (cf. Tomaka, Blascovich, Kelsey,
& Leitten, 1993). Apparently, this relative reduction of anger experi-
ence happened without conscious effort, because ER-IAT scores were not
correlated with self-reported effortful emotion control. These findings
indicate that greater positive implicit evaluation of emotion control is as-
sociated with affective responses that are consistent with automatic, suc-
cessful, and physiologically adaptive emotion regulation.

This correlational study of course begs the question of cause and effect,
which led us to ask two questions. First, can AER be experimentally ma-
nipulated? Second, what would be the affective consequences of experi-
mentally induced AER? To address these questions, we (Mauss, Cook,
& Gross, in press) manipulated AER in two studies by priming emotion
control versus emotion expression with an adaptation of the Sentence Un-
scrambling Task (cf. Srull & Wyer, 1979). This task unobtrusively exposed
participants to words relating to emotion control or expression, thereby
implicitly activating (priming) related concepts and goals. Importantly, we
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Emotion regulation is of obvious importance in most, if not all, cultures.
Individuals who are able to regulate their emotion, and thus their behavior,
in a manner that achieves goals and/or conforms with cultural expectations
should have an evolutionary and social advantage. Thus, emotion regu-
lation would be expected to have a biological basis. In addition, because
social expectations and demands vary across groups and cultures, it is im-
portant to examine if individual differences in regulation are associated
with positive outcomes in a variety of cultures. In this chapter, we review
research relevant to the biological bases of emotion-related regulation,
family correlations of emotion regulation, and the relations of emotion-
related regulation to socialization and developmental outcomes in several
cultures. Due to space limitations, our review is selective and is focused to
a considerable degree on our own work. In addition, we focused prima-
rily, albeit not solely, on individual differences in measures of dispositional
emotion-related self-regulation. We start with some conceptual and meas-
urement considerations, prior to reviewing relevant empirical literature.

THE CONSTRUCT OF EMOTION-RELATED
REGULATION

People define emotion regulation in a variety of ways. According to Gross
(1998), “Emotion regulation refers to the process by which individuals



