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ABSTRACT

The current dissertation explores how culture influences emotion regulation by 

examining the ways in which self-construal (independent vs. interdependent) relates to 

the frequency and consequences of ego- and other-focused emotional suppression. A 

series of hypotheses were tested using a cross-cultural comparison of Singaporean and 

U.S. American participants (Study 1) and by priming self-construal (Study 2). Results 

show that Singaporeans suppressed other-focused emotions more frequently than U.S.

Americans. Mediation analyses indicate that the effect of country on the frequency of 

other-focused emotional suppression operated partially through self-construal.

Furthermore, self-construal orientation was found to moderate the effects of both ego-

and other-focused emotional suppression on psychological and interpersonal adjustment. 

Results from Study 1 indicate that suppression of other-focused emotions is deleterious to 

the psychological well-being of Singaporeans with a less salient independent self but not 

to the psychological well-being of Singaporeans with a more salient independent self. 

Moreover, Singaporeans with a more salient independent self reported lower 

psychological well-being as the frequency of ego-focused emotional suppression 

increased. The latter result was replicated in Study 2, with priming of independent and 

interdependent self-construal in a sample of U.S. undergraduate students. These findings 

are interpreted within a cultural psychological framework, and implications involving 

mental health and cross-cultural communication are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Emotions are a critical part of the human psychological landscape. In response to 

environmental challenges that have occurred repeatedly over the course of evolution,

human emotions have arisen as a system of adaptation whose main function is to 

coordinate intra- and inter-personal activities that are relevant for meeting an individual’s 

goals or needs (Cosmides & Tooby, 2000). Not only do emotions affect how individuals

respond internally to their environment, they also serve important social functions. 

Keltner and Haidt (1999) organized the social functions of emotions into four levels: 

individual, dyadic, group, and cultural. At the individual level, emotions inform people 

about the importance of social events and prepare them both mentally and physically for 

action. At the dyadic level, emotions facilitate communication and set the structure of

interactions between individuals. Emotions also function at the group level, where they 

assist assemblages of individuals reach common goals by fostering ingroup identity and

affiliation while solidifying between-group boundaries. Finally, at the cultural level, 

emotions both perpetuate and are perpetuated by the norms and practices of larger groups 

of people sharing similar ideas, behaviors, attitudes, and/or traditions.

Given that emotions are pivotal to individual and social adaptation, it is not 

surprising that researchers have become interested in understanding emotion and 

emotion-related processes. In particular, a large amount of psychological research over 

the past two decades has focused on the study of emotion regulation because of its close 

connection to health and well-being. For instance, emotion regulation has been associated 
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with indicators of positive psychological adjustment, such as more frequent experience of 

positive emotions, life satisfaction, social support, empathy, prosocial behavior, and 

better memory. Emotion dysregulation, on the other hand, has been found to interfere 

with socioemotional development (Shipman, Schneider, & Brown, 2004) and is a core 

feature in the description and diagnostic criteria for attention deficit/hyperactivity 

disorder, depression, anxiety, alcohol abuse, and many other DSM-IV disorders (Gross & 

Levenson, 1997). In addition to mental health and well-being, emotion regulation also 

influences individuals’ physical health. For example, emotional inhibition has been 

associated with hypertension and coronary heart disease (Smith, 1992), as well as the 

onset and progression of cancer (Gross, 1989; Kune, Kune, Watson, & Bahnson, 1991).

Although emotion regulation may be a universal human adaptation, the functions 

and effects of specific emotion regulation strategies may vary substantially due to

individual and cultural factors. Consedine, Magai, and Bonanno (2002) mentioned 

several individual-differences variables that are likely to influence the relation between

emotional expression and well-being. One variable pertains to the degree in which people 

typically express their emotions. Smyth’s (1998) meta-analysis on the effects of written 

emotional expression found that men, who tend to be less expressive than women, benefit 

more from writing about traumatic experiences. Similarly, the salutary effects of 

emotional expression also appear to be greater among those high on the trait of 

alexithymia than those low on the trait (Paez, Velasco, & Gonzalez, 1999), as the former 

is less likely to express their emotions than the latter. Finally, a study by Christensen and 

Smith (1994) reported that individuals high on hostility tend to benefit more from written 

emotional expression than those low on hostility.
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Differences in how individuals feel about their level of emotional expressivity

may also moderate the relation between emotional expression and personal outcome. 

Some people are by nature less emotionally expressive but feel comfortable about their 

inexpressiveness, whereas others experience “ambivalence over the expression of 

emotion” (King & Emmons, 1990), meaning that they desire emotional expression but

fear its consequences. The latter group of individuals is more likely to encounter 

obstacles to successful adaptation, because the internal conflict inhibits them from being 

able to express their emotions freely. Consistent with this line of reasoning, previous 

research has shown that ambivalence over the expression of emotion has negative 

personal and social ramifications, including higher levels of psychological distress (Katz 

& Campbell, 1994; Tucker et al., 1999), more physical symptomatology (King & 

Emmons, 1990; 1991), less perceived social support (Emmons & Colby, 1995), and 

higher marital dissatisfaction (King, 1993).

Although the aforementioned factors may characterize dimensions of individual 

differences, they are also products of a larger cultural system. In other words, emotion 

and emotional processes are influenced by cultural values, practices, and traditions. As 

Consedine et al. (2002) noted, “through socialization, culture determines the kinds and 

frequencies of events to which children are exposed; the kinds of reactions that receive 

scaffolding and support or, conversely, punishment and containment; and the kinds of 

social expectations for comportment” (p. 217). As such, emotional experiences and 

behaviors that fit with and promote the goals of a particular culture are reinforced. 

According to the functionalist approach espoused by Markus and Kitayama (1991) and 

others, all aspects of an individual’s emotional experience— such as appraisals of 
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emotion-eliciting situations— are guided by social constructions of reality based on 

culturally sanctioned worldviews, ideologies, and values.

In support of this functionalist perspective, numerous studies have found cultural 

differences in how and when emotions are expressed (e.g., Ekman, 1972; Matsumoto, 

1993; Stephan, Stephan, & de Vargas, 1996; Tsai & Chentsova-Dutton, 2003), in the 

frequency and intensity of emotional experiences (e.g., Scherer, Matsumoto, Wallbott, & 

Kudoh, 1988; Soto, Levenson, & Ebling, 2005), in the events that trigger emotions (for a 

review, see Mesquita & Frijda, 1992), in how emotional expressions are interpreted (e.g., 

Matsumoto, Kasri, & Kooken, 1999; Matsumoto & Kudoh, 1993), and in the manner by

which emotion-eliciting events are evaluated (e.g., Matsumoto, Kudoh, Scherer, & 

Wallbot, 1988; Roseman, Dhawan, Rettek, Nadidu, & Thapa, 1995; Scherer, 1997).

Researchers have also begun to study cultural differences in the physiological 

components of emotional responding, although they have primarily compared individuals 

of Asian ancestry with individuals of European ancestry. In general, physiological data 

have revealed fewer cultural differences in emotional reactivity than data gathered from 

self-reports. Even among studies that did find cultural differences in physiology, however, 

the conclusions drawn regarding which groups are more reactive and which are less 

reactive have been inconsistent (Tsai, 1999). 

Taken together, these cultural differences in emotion response tendencies suggest 

that emotion regulation practices are also likely to vary across cultures. Findings from 

two studies conducted by Gross, Richards, and John (2006) suggest that, on average,

Asians Americans regulate positive emotions more often than European Americans. In 

the first study, Asian Americans reported greater control of both the experience and 



5

expression of positive emotions than European Americans. The second study found that 

suppressing positive emotions during an emotion-eliciting film was easier for Asian 

Americans than for European Americans. Matsumoto (2006) has also documented 

cultural differences in emotion regulation. He administered a survey that included two 

different emotion regulation measures: the Intercultural Adjustment Potential Scale 

(ICAPS; Matsumoto, LeRoux, Ratzlaff, Tatani, Uchida, Kim, et al., 2001) and the 

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 2003). The American 

participants in this study scored higher on the ICAPS emotional regulation scale as well 

as the ERQ reappraisal scale, whereas the Japanese participants scored higher on the 

ERQ suppression scale. However, these country-level differences were mediated by 

individual differences in extraversion, neuroticism and conscientiousness, suggesting a

link among culture, personality, and emotion regulation.

More recently, Butler, Lee, and Gross (2007) found that the social consequences 

of emotional suppression varied by cultural values. In particular, Asian cultural 

orientation reduced the negative social consequences of emotional suppression that are 

typically observed among individuals holding Western cultural values. Butler et al.’s 

research is the first published investigation that has empirically examined the association 

between culture and the consequences of emotional suppression. However, their study

focused solely on social outcomes such as interpersonal rapport and responsiveness. It is 

unclear whether cultural orientation would similarly moderate the effects of emotional 

suppression on intrapersonal functioning.

To address this gap in the literature, two studies were conducted as part of this 

dissertation to examine the cultural ramifications of emotional suppression for both 
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intrapersonal and interpersonal well-being. Emotional suppression refers to the inhibition 

of ongoing emotional expressive behavior and is one of the most widely studied emotion 

regulation strategies (Gross et al., 2006). The prevailing view in contemporary theories of

emotion regulation is that the suppression of emotional expression exacts substantial 

psychological, interpersonal, and physiological costs (Consedine et al., 2002). Given that 

people from different cultures tend to inhibit emotions to different degrees (e.g., 

Matsumoto, 1993; McConatha, Lightner, & Deaner, 1994), emotional suppression may 

be linked to different outcomes depending on an individual’s cultural background. More

knowledge about the effects of emotional suppression across different cultural contexts

can increase our understanding of diverse groups of individuals, particularly their 

resiliencies and vulnerabilities.

To provide a foundation for the discussion of cultural effects on emotional 

suppression, the major precursors to contemporary research on emotion regulation will be 

reviewed and current conceptualization of the construct will be discussed. Next, 

suggestive research evidence linking emotional suppression to important outcomes will 

be presented, along with arguments as to why cultural variables are likely to affect those 

outcomes. Then, research hypotheses and the methodology used to test them will be 

discussed, followed by a summary of the results and the conclusions to be drawn based 

on the findings.

Emotion Regulation: Background and Definitions

Although emotion regulation as a distinct field of psychological inquiry originated 

from developmental psychology (Campos, Campos, & Barrett, 1989), its roots can be 

traced as far back as Freud’s psychoanalytic theory (Gross, 1998b), which proposes that 
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individuals are motivated to regulate anxiety that develops out of conflicts among the id, 

ego, and superego. According to Freud (1936), three types of anxiety are regulated: 

reality anxiety, neurotic anxiety, and moral anxiety. Reality anxiety refers to fear of real 

threats in the external world. Neurotic anxiety and moral anxiety arise when the id and 

the superego, respectively, press for expression. In particular, neurotic anxiety refers to 

the fear of being punished for allowing the id to get out of hand, whereas moral anxiety 

refers to the fear of violating one’s own conscience. To help regulate these three types of 

anxiety, the ego may use a number of defense mechanisms— such as denial, repression, 

and projection— that are usually unconscious and automatic.

Another important precursor to the study of emotion regulation is contemporary 

research on psychological stress and coping. In their landmark work, Stress, Appraisal, 

and Coping, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as “constantly changing 

cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that 

are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person" (p. 141). Although they 

share many overlapping processes, coping and emotion regulation are considered distinct 

forms of self-regulation (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Guthrie, 1997; Gross, 1998b). The focus of 

the stress and coping tradition is on regulatory processes occurring in contexts that are 

appraised as stressful. As such, coping researchers are primarily concerned with the 

regulation of negative affect, whereas emotion regulation researchers are interested in 

examining the regulation of both positive and negative affect (Larsen & Prizmic, 2004). 

Furthermore, coping does not necessarily involve actions aimed at achieving emotion-

focused goals. In fact, coping researchers have long made the distinction between 

problem-focused coping, which is used to change the source of stress, and emotion-
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focused coping, which is used to decrease negative emotional experiences. To the extent 

that coping also involves actions aimed at achieving goals other than ameliorating 

negative emotions, it is not the same construct as emotion regulation. Another important 

point of distinction between coping and emotion regulation is that emotion regulation

also includes unconscious processes that, according to Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) 

definition, fall outside the rubric of coping.

What, then, is emotion regulation? There is some consensus within the field on 

how to define emotion regulation. Most definitions include the notion that emotion 

regulation consists of cognitive, physiological, and behavioral processes used to modulate 

the experience and expression of emotions. Thus, emotion regulation encompasses the 

initiation of emotional responding, the maintenance or enhancement of one’s current 

emotional state, and the inhibition of emotional experience or expression. Although the 

term “emotion regulation” has been used to refer primarily to conscious, controlled 

processes, it can also involve unconscious and automatic processes (Gross, 1998b). 

Moreover, emotion regulation may be considered functionally adaptive to the extent that 

it enables individuals to adjust to the ongoing demands of their daily experiences

(Thompson, 1994). From the functionalist perspective, all forms of emotion regulation 

are neither intrinsically good nor bad; rather, each is adaptive or maladaptive depending 

on the specific situation or context. 

Despite these elements of general consensus, there are several definitional issues 

that remain unresolved. For example, researchers such as Cole, Martin, and Dennis (2004) 

use the term “emotion regulation” to refer to the regulation of emotions (i.e., how 

emotions are regulated) as well as regulation by emotions (i.e., how emotions regulate 
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other response systems). However, some experts contend that the inclusion of both types 

of regulatory phenomena in the definition of emotion regulation reduces the usefulness of 

the construct. In particular, if emotion regulation includes the processes by which 

emotions regulate other systems, then all effects of an emotion would be considered 

emotion regulation (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004). Also, as Gross and Thompson (2007) 

pointed out, this broad definition renders the differentiation between emotion and 

emotion regulation difficult in that “a primary function of emotions is to coordinate 

response systems” (p. 7). For these reasons, usage of the term “emotion regulation” in 

this dissertation will be confined to processes involved in the regulation of emotions. 

Another definitional issue concerns whether emotion regulation includes intrinsic 

processes (wherein individuals regulate their own emotions), extrinsic processes (wherein 

individuals’ emotions are regulated by or in others), or both. The disagreement has 

primarily been a matter of emphasis rather than of differences in theoretical 

conceptualization. Whereas research using adult populations has mainly emphasized the 

intrinsic processes of emotion regulation, the developmental literature has focused 

extensively on extrinsic processes (e.g., the regulatory functions of parents and other 

adult caretakers; Gross and Thompson, 2007). Nonetheless, many experts consider both 

intrinsic and extrinsic regulation as part of the larger process of emotion regulation. 

A Process Model of Emotion Regulation

Given the potentially limitless number of emotion regulation strategies in 

existence, Gross (1998b) developed a process model to organize them based on when and 

how emotions are regulated. At the broadest level, emotion regulation may be divided 

into two major classes depending on where they occur in the emotion-generating process. 
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Antecedent-focused emotion regulation strategies involve regulatory processes that 

precede an emotional reaction. Response-focused emotion regulation strategies, on the 

other hand, involve regulatory processes that occur after an emotion has been generated. 

These two general classes of emotion regulation may be further delineated into five 

families of specific strategies. 

The first family of emotion regulation strategies is situation selection, which 

refers to avoiding or approaching certain situations on the basis of their likely emotional 

impact. For example, by taking a quiet walk around the lake after a busy work day, an 

individual may feel calmer and more relaxed. The second family of emotion regulation

strategies, situation modification, involves tailoring aspects of a situation so it is more 

likely to elicit desired emotional states. A common example of situation modification is 

using humor to resolve tension that arises from an interpersonal conflict. Alternatively, 

people might regulate their emotions using attentional deployment—that is, focusing 

their attention on certain aspects of the situation. Instead of becoming annoyed by the 

wild gestures that a presenter is making during a speech, for instance, the listener may 

focus intensely on the content of what is being said. Another emotion regulation strategy 

described by Gross (1998b) is cognitive change. This strategy involves reappraising the 

meaning assigned to a given situation. For example, a person receiving a cancer diagnosis 

may see the illness as a challenge rather than as a threat. Finally, response modulation

involves attempts to modify emotions after they are evoked. Emotional responses may be 

modulated in many ways, including suppression of emotional expression, suppression of 

emotional experience, and social sharing of emotion. Given that it occurs late in the 

emotion-generating process—i.e., after an emotion has already been triggered— response 
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modulation is considered a type of response-focused strategy. By contrast, the other four 

families (i.e., situation selection, situation modification, attention deployment, and 

cognitive change) are considered antecedent-focused strategies because emotional 

responses are modified before they become fully activated.

Emotional Suppression and its Effects

One of the most widely studied emotion-regulatory strategies to date is emotional 

suppression. Following Gross’s (1998b) definition, the present proposal uses the term 

emotional suppression to refer to a type of response-focused emotion regulation strategy

that involves inhibiting the outward expressive manifestations of emotional experiences. 

Defined in this way, emotional suppression is distinct from the inhibition of emotional 

experience. It is important to separate the inhibition of emotional expression from the 

inhibition of emotional experience, because they are likely to serve different functions as 

each one taps into a different component of emotion (Keltner & Gross, 1999). 

Unfortunately, most studies do not specify which component of emotion is being 

inhibited, making it difficult to determine whether the outcomes are associated with the 

suppression of emotional expression, the suppression of emotional experience, or both

(Consedine et al., 2002).

To add another level of complexity, it is premature to assume that emotional 

expression and emotional suppression lie on opposite ends of the same continuum

(Consedine et al., 2002). In other words, we cannot automatically assume that people 

who are not expressing their emotions are suppressing them. As alluded to earlier, 

individuals differ naturally on emotional expressivity. Moreover, emotional suppression 

applies to both positive and negative emotions, although it has most often been studied in 
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the context of negative emotions (for an exception, see Gross et al., 2006). The 

expression of positive emotions may be toned down when it is likely to hinder one’s 

ability to function effectively, such as when there is impending physical danger or when 

one is trying to comfort victims traumatized by a negative event. Also, like other emotion 

regulation strategies, emotional suppression may be automatic or controlled, voluntary or 

less-than-voluntary, and conscious or unconscious.

Scientific theories and research over the last century have generally associated

emotional suppression with substantial physiological, psychological, and interpersonal

costs (Consedine et al., 2002). Pennebaker and his colleagues, for example, theorized that 

suppressing the expression of painful thoughts and emotions increases autonomic nervous 

system activity, which, if activated frequently or over a prolonged period of time, may

generate cumulative stress on one’s mind and body (Pennebaker, 1989; Pennebaker & 

Beall, 1986; Pennebaker, Hughes, & O’Heeron, 1987). To test their “inhibition theory”,

Pennebaker and his colleagues conducted an impressive series of experiments. Overall, 

their results indicate that chronic inhibition tends to increase stress and the risk of

developing various physical and psychological problems.

Confirming Pennebaker et al.’s findings, Gross and his colleagues found that 

emotional suppression increases sympathetic activation of the cardiovascular system 

(Gross, 1998a; Gross & Levenson, 1997; Richards & Gross, 1999). Physiological effects 

of emotional suppression have also been studied by Petrie and his colleagues, who

showed that inhibition exacts a toll on one’s health through its selective inhibitory effect 

on immune functioning (e.g., Petrie, Booth, & Davidson, 1995). Chronic suppression of 

anger and hostility, in particular, has been linked to hypertension and cardiovascular 
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disease (Smith, 1992). Another adverse consequence of emotional suppression is the 

increase in cancer risk (Gross, 1989; Kune et al., 1991).

As for psychological consequences, individuals who chronically suppress 

emotional expression tend to report worse functioning on multiple indicators of well-

being, including life satisfaction, self-esteem, and optimism (Gross & John, 2003). These 

negative psychological outcomes may be partially explained by the failure of emotional 

suppression to provide relief to the subjective experience of negative emotions, despite its 

ability to decrease the outward expression of negative emotions. For example, Gross and 

Levenson (1997) conducted a laboratory experiment in which they asked half of the 

participants to suppress facial expressions while watching a sad, an amusing, and a 

neutral film. They found that participants who were instructed to suppress their facial 

expressions reported feeling less amused during the amusing film but did not report 

feeling less sad during the sad film. The absence of an effect of suppression on reducing 

negative emotional experience had been found in an earlier study. Participants who were 

instructed to suppress expressions of disgust while watching films showing surgical 

amputations did not report decreased feelings of disgust (Gross & Levenson, 1993).

Research examining the effects of emotional suppression on interpersonal 

functioning has found that it can have untoward social consequences. Specifically,

correlational data reported by Gross and John (2003) found negative implications of 

emotional suppression for various aspects of social functioning. First of all, individuals 

who suppress their emotions frequently are less likely to have close relationships, as rated 

by their peers; and when they are in close relationships, they tend to feel more 

uncomfortable than those who do not suppress their emotions on a regular basis. 
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Emotional suppression is also negatively correlated with the social sharing of emotions, 

whether the emotions are positive or negative. Most importantly, those who habitually 

suppress the expression of their emotions report having less social support. Even though 

emotional suppressors are less likely to feel that there are people to whom they can turn 

to for practical assistance, the effect is even stronger when social support involves 

discussing emotional problems and seeking emotional solace. 

The social cost of emotional suppression has also been tested experimentally. 

Butler, Egloff, Wilhelm, Smith, Erickson, and Gross (2003) had pairs of participants 

watch an emotion-arousing film and afterwards discuss topics related to the content of the 

film. Prior to engaging in the conversation, one of the participants in each dyad was 

instructed to either suppress, reappraise, or interact naturally with their partner. The 

results indicated that participants in the suppression condition reported feeling more 

distracted and were less expressive and responsive during the conversation. Interestingly, 

the partners of the suppressors felt less rapport and expressed less interest in furthering 

the relationship.

Although the foregoing accounts suggest that emotional suppression has negative 

effects on intra- and inter-personal functioning, others have cast emotional suppression in 

a more positive light. Thompson (1991) and others have argued that emotional inhibition 

and other emotion regulation strategies represent an essential developmental milestone.

This view accords well with the idea that frequent inhibition of emotion-expressive 

behavior is a prerequisite for healthy functioning in adulthood (Tomkins, 1984). From an 

evolutionary perspective, Consedine et al. (2002) argued that “suppressing the 

expressions associated with felt emotions allows humans and other primates to obscure 



15

their internal states in situations in which the expression of them would prove unhelpful 

or even harmful” (pp. 212). Coyne (1976), for instance, found that decreasing displays of 

depressive affect increased the likelihood of receiving social support. Similarly, 

interrupting ongoing displays of reciprocal negative affect appears to improve marital 

interaction (Levenson & Gottman, 1983). These findings suggest that emotional 

suppression may not be uniformly maladaptive. One could argue that emotional 

suppression may actually be more beneficial than emotional expression under some 

circumstances. Challenging the generality of existing accounts, Consedine et al. (2002)

discussed the importance of examining life span development, ethnicity, and other 

variables that are likely to mediate or moderate the impact of emotion inhibition on health.  

Therefore, questions such as how, why, when, and for whom emotional suppression may 

have an impact on individual well-being need to be addressed (Consedine et al., 2002).

One possibility, which the current dissertation addresses, is that the utility of emotional 

suppression depends on the cultural context in which people live. 

The Role of Culture in Emotional Suppression

Research has documented reliable cultural differences in how people view the self 

and their social relationships. According to Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2003),

differences in self-construal form the basis of different cultural meaning systems. Some

cultures value independence and self-expression, and thus support and afford their 

members to view the self as self-contained entities that are separate, unique, and 

autonomous (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In these cultures, major life tasks are designed 

to promote an independent construal of personhood. Individuals are socialized to define 

and express themselves, individuate from their families and social groups, realize their 
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potentials, and achieve personal goals—all for the purpose of verifying and confirming 

their sense of self as separate from others.

Many researchers have theorized that effective functioning in this type of cultural 

context requires self-assertion through emotional expression; emotional suppression is 

less frequent as it is likely to discourage the autonomous expression of one’s internal 

attributes (e.g., Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 

Matsumoto, 1993; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). Moreover, in Western 

cultures, where the independent self-system is most prevalent, suppression has been 

regarded as an action that creates in individuals a sense of incongruence between their 

inner experiences and outer expressions (Rogers, 1951). This sense of being inauthentic 

has been linked to indicators of poor adjustment, such as negative feelings about the self 

and social alienation (Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne, & Ilardi, 1997). Another reason to 

believe that emotional suppression may be more harmful than useful for individuals with

independent selves is that its use seems to be constrained to facilitating the “self-

protective acts of withdrawal in the face of social threats” (Butler et al., 2007, p. 31).

Indeed, empirical evidence presented by Gross and John (2003) suggests a clear 

association between emotional suppression and avoidant attachment, which involves 

behavioral patterns that signal motivation toward self-protection.

On the other hand, there are cultures in which the use of emotional suppression is 

more frequent and may be less likely to produce negative personal and social 

consequences (Butler et al., 2007). These cultures tend to value emotional control and 

self-constraint for the purpose of fostering social harmony and interpersonal connections

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Tsai, 1999). Members of these cultures are encouraged to 
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view themselves as interdependent entities embedded in a web of social relations. In 

these cultures, major life tasks are designed to promote an interdependent construal of 

personhood, whereby individuals define themselves according to their social roles. 

Interpersonal harmony and achievement of group goals are emphasized (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991).

Rather than serving predominantly self-protective functions, emotional 

suppression in the interdependent self-system may be used to accomplish socially

beneficial goals (Butler et al., 2007). Because interpersonal context takes precedence over 

individual needs, emotions and their expression may need to be controlled or de-

emphasized in order for the self to fit in and to adjust to the needs of others (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991). Consistent with this view, Matsumoto (1993) found that Asian 

participants then to rate emotional expressions as being less appropriate across a number 

of social situations than European American participants. Wierzbicka (1994) has also 

noted that Asian cultures, where the interdependent self-system is most prevalent, 

promote the use of emotional suppression when it is helpful for maintaining social 

relations and avoiding harm to others (cf. Butler et al., 2007). 

The differential functions of emotional suppression for independent and 

interdependent selves are reflected by differences in the frequency of its use, which has 

been reported by both ethnographic and empirical accounts. For instance, Russell and Yik 

(1996) observed that, compared to their Western counterpart, individuals of Asian 

descent tend to moderate and control their emotions to a greater extent. Direct empirical 

evidence of cultural differences in emotional suppression has been provided by a 

correlational study conducted by Gross and John (2003), who found that ethnic minorities 
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in the U.S., including Asian Americans, suppress their emotions more frequently than 

European Americans. Although this evidence is fairly recent, results from earlier studies 

have suggested possible cultural variation in the frequency of emotional suppression. In 

the early 1970s, Ekman and Friesen found that Japanese men who watched distressing 

films in the presence of an experimenter demonstrated more positive and less negative 

expressive behavior than Japanese men who watched the films in a room alone. European 

American men, on the other hand, did not show differences in emotional expressive 

behavior across the same experimental conditions (cf. Tsai, 1999). These results highlight 

cultural differences in display rules (i.e., imperatives governing how and when emotions 

should be expressed); in particular, the presence of others led Japanese men, but not 

European American men, to inhibit the expression of negative emotions (Mesquita & 

Frijda, 1992). In line with the findings of Ekman and Friesen, Tsai and Levenson (1997) 

also found that Chinese Americans moderated and controlled reports of negative emotion 

in the presence of an authority figure.  

If the functions and frequency of emotional suppression differ across cultures, as 

past research seems to indicate, then it is reasonable to expect cultural variations in the

likely impact of emotional suppression. For example, practice might allow individuals 

who frequently suppress their emotions to circumvent the negative effects of suppression 

on task performance, because suppression has become second-nature and hence less 

likely to use up valuable cognitive resources that are needed for achieving the task

successfully. This is exactly what Soto et al. (2005) found in their study of Asian 

Americans and Mexican Americans. Specifically, Asian American participants reported 

having an easier time suppressing their startle response while performing a task compared 
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to their Mexican American counterpart. However, the effects of emotional suppression on 

important outcomes were not examined in the study. To address this gap in the literature, 

Butler et al. (2007) conducted a two-part study that tested whether culture moderates the

interpersonal consequences of emotional suppression. In line with the cultural perspective 

on emotion regulation, the results showed that Asian cultural orientation, but not Western 

cultural orientation, reduced the negative social outcomes associated with emotional 

suppression.

Although more research is needed to replicate the findings of Butler et al. (2007), 

the idea that the link between emotional suppression and well-being may be more 

tenuous in collectivistic cultures than in individualistic cultures fits well with the cross-

cultural literature on self-consistency and subjective well-being. In individualistic 

cultures, self-consistent thoughts and behaviors are highly valued. There is ample 

empirical evidence pointing to the importance of self-consistency in fostering the

psychological well-being of European Americans. Given that emotion is a critical aspect 

of identity, the act of suppressing it may generate among European Americans a sense of 

inner incongruence that has been shown to be associated with poor psychological 

adjustment (Donahue, Robins, Roberts, & John, 1993; Roberts & Donahue, 1994; 

Sheldon et al., 1997).

On the other hand, research has shown that it is less imperative in East Asian 

cultures to maintain consistency across different aspects of identity. Koreans, for example,

are more likely to agree with contradictory statements about the self (Choi & Choi, 2002)

and have self-perceptions that are less consistent across interpersonal contexts compared 

to individuals of European ancestry (Suh, 2002). Other studies have demonstrated that 



20

East Asians are more tolerant of inconsistencies between behaviors enacted in public vs. 

private settings (Fu, Lee, Cameron, & Xu, 2001) and are less likely to believe that 

people’s behaviors reflect internal dispositions such as attitudes (Kashima, Siegal, 

Tanaka, & Kashima, 1992). More importantly, whereas consistency in self-perception 

predicts psychological well-being among European Americans, it is less predictive of 

psychological well-being among East Asians (Suh, 2002). A logical implication of this 

result is that emotional suppression— a situation where individuals’ emotional expression 

does not reflect their emotional experience— may be less relevant to psychological 

functioning for East Asians than for European Americans.

Social Orientation of Emotion

Cultural orientation is not the only factor that may moderate the effects of 

emotional suppression, however. The characteristic of the suppressed emotion has been 

proposed as another factor worthy of empirical attention. Although emotional

suppression has most often been studied in the context of generic negative and positive 

emotions, there are good theoretical reasons to suspect that its frequency and effects may 

also differ depending on the emotion’s social orientation. Kitayama et al. (2000) 

classified emotions into those that foster and reinforce an independent self-construal, and 

those that foster and reinforce an interdependent self-construal. Emotions in the first 

category are called ego-focused emotions or socially-disengaging emotions, because the 

experience of these emotions tends to emphasize one’s own personal attributes and to 

separate or disengage the self from social relationships. Examples of ego-focused 

emotions include anger, pride, and frustration. Emotions in the second category have 

been labeled other-focused emotions or socially-engaging emotions, because the 
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experience of these emotions tends to promote an interdependent orientation and to 

assimilate or engage the self in social relationships. Examples of other-focused emotions

include empathy, feeling connected with someone, and shame.

To examine whether people differentially experience ego- and other-focused 

emotions based on the cultural system in which they function, Kitayama, Mesquita, and 

Karasawa (2006) compared Japanese and American undergraduates on how intensely

they tend to experience ego- and other-focused emotions. The Japanese participants in 

their study reported experiencing positive other-focused emotions more intensely than 

positive ego-focused emotions; the same pattern held true for negative emotions. The 

American participants, on the other hand, showed the opposite pattern— that is, they 

reported experiencing ego-focused emotions more intensely than other-focused emotions. 

Kitayama and his colleagues (Kitayama et al., 2000; Kitayama, Mesquita, et al., 2006)

have also examined how the experience of these two types of emotions relates to 

individuals’ subjective well-being. Together, their studies show that, for the Japanese, the 

frequency of experiencing positive other-focused emotions was associated with happiness; 

for the Americans, it was the frequency of experiencing positive ego-focused emotions 

that was associated with happiness. 

Combining Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) self-construal framework and the 

social orientation of emotions, one might expect that individuals from collectivistic 

cultures, where the dominant self-construal is interdependent, would be less inclined to 

suppress other-focused emotions, because other-focused emotions are more likely to 

promote interpersonal harmony and reinforce the interdependent construal of the self than 

ego-focused emotions. By contrast, individuals from individualistic cultures, where the 
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dominant self-construal is independent, would be less inclined to suppress ego-focused 

emotions, because ego-focused emotions are more likely to help foster and reinforce the 

self as an autonomous entity. Furthermore, emotional suppression should have different 

consequences depending on self-construal orientation and the type of emotion being 

inhibited. Specifically, one might predict that suppressing the expression of ego-focused 

emotions would be more deleterious to individuals with more salient independent self-

construals. Conversely, the suppression of other-focused emotions, which help enhance 

the perceived interdependence between oneself and one’s social relationships, would be 

more deleterious to individuals with more salient interdependent self-construals.

The Role of Social Context

Aside from the type of emotion being suppressed, the social context may also play 

an important role in shaping how culture influences emotional suppression. Applying

Mischel and Shoda’s (1995) social cognitive theory of personality to the study of culture, 

Hong and colleagues (Hong & Chiu, 2001; Hong & Mallorie, 2004) argue that 

predictions about the behaviors of individuals from different cultures can be enhanced by 

examining culture x situation interactions, rather than focusing on the main effect of 

culture. Although people often behave differently based on whom they are interacting 

with and the situation in which the interaction is occurring, the effects of context on 

social behavior may be particularly pronounced in collectivistic cultures, where social 

norms and ingroup needs are given priority over personal goals and attitudes. Findings 

from past literature echo the importance of considering the influence of social context in 

cross-cultural research on emotion. A study conducted by Eunkook Suh in 1994 (reported 

in Oishi, Diener, Scollon, & Biswas-Diener, 2004), for instance, documented cross-
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cultural differences in the consistency of emotional expression. East Asian (i.e., Chinese 

and Korean) participants in the study indicated that it was more appropriate to express

positive emotions when with friends than when with strangers, whereas U.S. American 

participants did not judge the appropriateness of emotional expression based on social 

context. The work by Oishi et al. (2004) also highlights cross-cultural differences in the 

situational impact of emotional experiences. Specifically, being with friends and romantic 

partners appears to have greater emotional impact on Japanese than U.S. American 

participants. Moreover, Japanese participants in the study showed greater cross-

situational variability in emotional experiences compared to their U.S. American 

counterpart. 

These results not only support the notion that collectivistic cultures are more 

context-dependent than individualistic cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), they also 

point to a specific domain of the social situation that is particularly relevant when 

comparing individualistic and collectivistic cultures on emotion-related behavior—

namely, whether one is interacting with ingroup or outgroup members. Because 

collectivistic cultures emphasize ingroup cohesion and harmony, members of these 

cultures may regard the display of negative emotions, for example, as less appropriate 

when engaging in ingroup relationships and more appropriate when engaging in outgroup 

relationships compared to members of individualistic cultures. However, members of 

collectivistic cultures may regard the display of positive emotions as more appropriate in 

ingroup relationships and less appropriate in outgroup relationships compared to 

members of individualistic cultures. 
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Using this framework, Matsumoto and colleagues (e.g., Matsumoto, 1990; 

Matsumoto, Takeuchi, Andayani, Kouznetsova, & Krupp, 1998) postulated and found 

support for these predictions. One study (i.e., Matsumoto, 1990) examined cultural 

display rules in the United States and Japan. The U.S. sample rated the expression of 

negative emotions (i.e., disgust and sadness) to ingroups and of happiness to outgroups as 

more appropriate than the Japanese sample. Conversely, the Japanese sample rated the 

expression of anger (a negative emotion) to outgroups as more appropriate than the U.S. 

sample. In another study, Leung (1988) found that Chinese are more likely to pursue 

disputes with outgoup members than Americans. Together, these results underscore the

value of studying emotional suppression processes that occur not only within specific 

cultural contexts, but within specific social situations as well.

Overview of the Present Research

The existing literature has given scant attention to cultural variation in emotional 

suppression (Consedine et al., 2002). Very few studies have directly compared the 

psychological and interpersonal consequences of emotional suppression among

individuals with different levels of independent/interdependent self-construals. Another 

important limitation of previous research on emotional suppression is that it does not take 

into account the social orientation of emotions. Most researchers have examined 

suppression in the context of generic positive and negative emotions. Given that emotions 

can differ in their social functions (e.g., the form of self they tend to affirm), the meaning

of emotional suppression may depend partly on the social orientation of the emotion that 

is being inhibited. Therefore, it is important to consider both self-construal and social 

orientation of emotion when studying the frequency and outcome of emotional 
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suppression. However, the present dissertation focuses on positively valenced ego- and 

other-focused emotions only, for two reasons. First, little is known about the effects of 

suppressing positive emotions, because previous studies have been concerned mostly

with the inhibition of negative emotions. Second, choosing positive emotions reduces the 

potential of confounding an emotion’s valence with its social orientation. For example, 

anger may be suppressed more often by individuals with higher interdependent self-

orientations because it is a negative emotion, or because it tends to create a feeling of 

perceived disengagement from others. Finally, the current dissertation examines

emotional suppression occurring two specific social situations—in the presence of close 

friends (Study 1) and in the presence of unacquainted peers (Study 2).

Two studies that utilized different research methodology were conducted. In 

Study 1, self-reports were used to examine cultural differences in the frequency and 

consequences of ego- and other-focused emotional suppression. Given the importance of 

close relationships to individual adjustment and well-being, Study 1 focused on the 

impact of suppressing ego- and other-focused emotions in the context of close friendships.

Standardized psychological measures were administered via an online survey to 

individuals living in the U.S. and in Singapore. Study 2 took the form of a laboratory

study, whereby the expressive suppression of ego- and other-focused emotions was 

experimentally induced during a face-to-face interaction between two unacquainted peers. 

Self-construal was primed to provide a stronger test of whether it moderates the relation 

between emotional suppression and well-being.

Based on the theories and research findings reviewed above, the following 

research hypotheses were proposed and examined:
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Hypothesis 1. Country should influence the frequency of ego-focused vs. other-

focused suppression. Specifically, Singaporean participants are expected to suppress ego-

focused emotions more frequently than U.S. Americans. In contrast, U.S. American 

participants are expected to suppress other-focused emotions more frequently than their 

Singaporean counterpart.

Hypothesis 2. The effect of country on the frequency of ego-focused and other-

focused suppression should be mediated by self-construal. 

Hypothesis 3. The relative salience of independent vs. interdependent self-

construal (based on self-report and priming) should influence the impact of ego- and

other-focused emotional suppression on well-being. Specifically, ego-focused emotional 

suppression should be more deleterious to those for whom the independent self is more 

salient (or the interdependent self is less salient), whereas suppression of other-focused 

emotions should be more deleterious to those for whom the independent self is less 

salient (or the interdependent self is more salient).



27

CHAPTER 2

STUDY 1

Method

Study 1 used cross-sectional surveys administered to participants via the internet. 

This method offers the following advantages over the traditional paper-and-pencil 

method. First, data collection via the internet is relatively inexpensive and saves time 

required for photocopying and data entry. Second, it allows researchers to conduct cross-

national research without the expense of traveling. Third, internet-based survey 

administration also involves higher consistency in transmission of instructions and 

enables responses to be collected in a shorter amount of time.

Samples

The samples consisted of 229 U.S. American undergraduates (145 females and 84

males) enrolled at the University of Minnesota and 184 Singaporean undergraduates (112 

females and 72 males) enrolled at the National University of Singapore (NUS). All 

participants were immigrants or citizens of the country where they were residing at the 

time they took the survey. Within the U.S. American sample, the majority self-identified 

as European Americans (77.3%), with the remaining self-identifying as African 

Americans (3.1%), Asian Americans (12.7%), Latino/Hispanic Americans (1.7%), 

Middle Eastern/Arab Americans (.9%), and Multiracial (3.9%). Within the Singaporean 

sample, the majority self-identified as Chinese (87%), with the remaining self-identifying 

as Arab (.5%), Eurasian (1.1%), Indian (6.5%), Indian Chinese (.5%), Javanese (1.1%), 

Malay (2.7%), and Myanmarese (.5%). 
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Chi-square and t-tests were used to compare the two samples on the demographic 

variables (see Table 1). There were no significant group differences in gender, χ2(1, 413) 

= .26, p = .61. However, there were significant group differences in age, t(411) = 9.25, p

< .001, and generation status, χ2(3, 407) = 74.72, p < .001. Specifically, Singaporeans

(mean age = 21.08 years, SE = .13, range = 19 to 26) were slightly older than U.S.

Americans (mean age = 19.60 years, SE = .10, range = 18 to 25). In terms of generation 

status, follow-up test using standardized residual scores indicate that the proportion of 

third generation Singaporeans (49.7%) was higher than the proportion of third generation 

U.S. Americans (12.4%), whereas the proportion of U.S. Americans who were fourth 

generation or beyond (39.8%) was higher than the proportion of Singaporeans of the 

same generation status (14.9%). 

Table 1

Demographics of samples in Study 1

Singaporeans U.S. Americans Chi-Square*

Sex
            Women 112 145 p = .61
            Men 72 84
Generation Status
            First 10 24 p < .001
            Second 54 84
            Third 90 28
           > Fourth 27 90

M (SD) M (SD) t df Cohen’s d

Age 21.08 (1.80) 19.60 (1.45) 9.25 411 .91

*Pearson’s chi-square significance level
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Design and Procedure

U.S. American participants were recruited from undergraduate psychology 

courses and were given course credit for taking part in the study. Singaporean

participants were recruited from the NUS Business School research subject pool, but they 

represent students from many different schools at the University, including business, 

engineering, arts, social sciences, medicine, dental, law, and science. Also, like the 

European American participants, they received course credit for completing the study.

Each participant completed an online survey that included demographic 

information, self-construal scale, measures of psychological and interpersonal 

functioning, personality, and emotional suppression. The scales were administered to 

both samples in English.

Measures

Demographic information. Participants were asked to answer questions about

their sex, age, race, ethnicity, and generation status.

Self-construal. Independent and interdependent self-construals were measured 

using Singelis’ (1994) Self-Construal Scale. The SCS was composed of 24 items, half 

measuring levels of independence in self-construal and the other half measuring levels of 

interdependence. Each item was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). According to Singelis (1994), the Independence subscale 

score has an internal reliability (alpha) of .70 and the Interdependence subscale score has 

an internal reliability (alpha) of .74. In the current sample, the Independence subscale

score has an internal reliability (alpha) of .73 and .75 for U.S. Americans and 
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Singaporeans, respectively, and the Interdependence subscale score has an internal 

reliability (alpha) of .74 and for U.S. Americans and Singaporeans, respectively.

Intrapersonal functioning. Emotional well-being as positive affectivity was

measured using the Affect Valuation Index (AVI; Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006). The 

AVI assesses both ideal affect (i.e., the affective states that people would ideally like to 

feel) and actual affect (i.e., the affective states that people actually feel). Actual, and not 

ideal, affect was relevant to this study; hence, only actual affect was measured. Scale 

items were rated according to how much participants typically feel each of 28 different 

emotions on a five-point scale (1 = never to 5 = all of the time). The emotions included in 

the AVI differed not only by valence, but also by level of arousal. Consideration of the 

latter dimension is important for cross-cultural comparsions, as the experience of high-

arousal emotions (vs. low-arousal emotions) has been shown to be more strongly 

associated with well-being for people with individualistic orientation, whereas the

experience of low-arousal has been shown to be more strongly associated with well-being 

for people with collectivistic orientation (Tsai et al., 2006). For European Americans, the 

actual high-arousal positive (HAP) subscale score has an internal reliability (alpha) of .84, 

and the actual low-arousal positive (LAP) subscale score has an internal reliability (alpha) 

of .82; for Asian Americans, the actual HAP subscale score has an internal reliability 

(alpha) of .83 and the actual LAP subscale score has an internal reliability (alpha) of .78 

(Tsai, Miao, & Seppala, 2007). In the current sample, the actual HAP and LAP subscale 

scores have an internal reliability (alpha) of .76 and .78, respectively, for U.S. Americans;

and an internal reliability (alpha) of .78 and .83, respectively, for Singaporeans.
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The five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 

Griffen, 1985) measured global life satisfaction from individuals’ subjective perspective. 

An example of a SWLS item is “I am satisfied with my life”. Each item was rated on a 

seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The 

internal consistency alphas consistently exceed .80 (Pavot & Diener, 1993). In the current 

sample, the SWLS scale score has an internal reliability (alpha) of .89 for both U.S.

Americans and Singaporeans.

Interpersonal functioning. The six-item Interpersonal Relationship Quality scale 

(RQ; Kang & Shaver, 2004) is a self-report measure of the quality of one’s interpersonal 

relationships. Each item was rated on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not at 

all) to 7 (extremely well). An example of the RQ scale is “I feel that my relationships 

with others are friendly and comforting.” Adequate reliability has been demonstrated 

across various ethnic groups, including European Americans (α = .82), Asian Americans

(α = .81), Koreans (α = .72), and Chinese (α = .75) (Kang, Shaver, Sue, Min, & Jing, 

2003). According to Kang et al. (2003), the scale has a high self-peer agreement 

coefficient, indicating that individuals with high scores are likely to be perceived by 

others as having good interpersonal relationships. In the current sample, the RQ scale 

score has an internal reliability (alpha) of .79 for U.S. Americans and .82 for 

Singaporeans.

Personality. Because personality variables have been found to be associated with

emotional suppression, a measure of the Big Five personality traits was also included in 

the survey as potential covariates. The “Big Five” personality traits of openness, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism were measured using the 
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44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI; John & Srivastava, 1999). For each item, participants 

rated the extent to which it described how they typically behave (e.g. “can be moody” for 

neuroticism) using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Cronbach’s alphas suggest that internal reliabilities for all of the factors are within an 

acceptable range (openness = .81; conscientiousness = .82; extraversion = .88; 

agreeableness = .79; neuroticism = .84). The scale has also demonstrated good 

convergent and discriminant validity (John & Srivastava, 1999). In the current sample, 

the scale scores for openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, 

agreeableness, and neuroticism have an internal reliability (alpha) of .78, .78, .88, .79, 

and .87, respectively, for U.S. Americans; and .72, .78, .87, .75, and .80, respectively, for 

Singaporeans.

Emotional suppression. To assess the use of emotional suppression, participants 

were presented with two sets of questions regarding a list of 12 discrete emotions. The 

first set of questions asked participants to indicate the frequency with which they tend to 

keep each emotion inside when interacting with close friends. The second set of questions 

dealt with the extent to which they generally experience the same 12 discrete emotions 

when interacting with close friends. Participants responded to each set of questions using

a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (almost always). An emotional 

suppression score was computed for each emotion by subtracting the frequency of the 

emotional experience from the frequency with which the emotion is typically kept inside.

A higher score indicates greater frequency of emotional suppression. Three discrete 

emotions fall into each of the following four emotion types: positive other-focused

emotions (friendliness, closeness, respect), positive ego-focused emotions (pride, 
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superiority, feeling on top of the world), negative other-focused emotions (guilt, 

indebtedness, shame), and negative ego-focused emotions (sulky feelings, frustration, 

anger). The location of these emotions on the dimensions of pleasantness (positive and 

negative) and social orientation (ego-focused and other-focused) have been supported by 

multidimensional scaling analysis (Kitayama et al., 2000). 

Because the current dissertation focuses on the suppression of positive emotions, 

separate exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation was performed for

Singaporeans and U.S. Americans on the six positive emotion items. As expected, two 

factors composed of items from each respective scale—namely, positive other-focused 

suppression and positive ego-focused suppression— were revealed. Within the 

Singaporean sample, the factor representing positive other-focused suppression 

accounted for 46% of the total variance and the factor representing positive ego-focused 

suppression accounted for 18% of the total variance. Within the U.S. sample, the factor 

representing positive other-focused suppression accounted for 47% of the total variance 

and the factor representing positive ego-focused suppression accounted for 14% of the 

total variance. One item, “on top of the world,” did not load on the ego-focused 

suppression scale in either sample and was therefore deleted from the scale. All other 

factor loadings exceeded .57, and there were no double loadings over .30. Three items 

were averaged to form the other-focused suppression scale (“friendliness,” “closeness,” 

and “respect”; internal reliability alpha = .87 and .90 for Singaporeans and U.S.

Americans, respectively). Two items were averaged to form the ego-focused suppression 

scale (“pride” and “superiority”; r = .61 and .46 for Singaporeans and U.S. Americans, 

respectively).
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Table 2

Scale items and factor loadings for the Emotional Suppression Scale

Factor Loading
Scale Item Singaporeans U.S. Americans
Suppression of Ego-Focused Emotions F1 F2 F1 F2
    Pride .03 .81 .29 .57
    Superiority -.29 .72 -.30 .67
Suppression of Other-Focused Emotions
    Friendliness .86 -.25 .87 -.12
    Closeness .87 -.24 .87 .07
    Respect .77 -.20 .93 -.14
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Results of Study 1

Data Inspection

Before computing any statistics, the data were screened visually in various 

graphic outputs (e.g., scatter-plots) for anomalies. Statistics such as the leverage index 

and Cook’s D were also computed to detect potential outliers. One outlier (SD > 3) from 

the BFI Openness to Experience subscale and another from the SCS Interdependence

subscale were identified and removed from analyses.

Country Differences on Personality and Outcome Measures

Before looking at country differences in ego- and other-focused emotional 

suppression, a series of one-way ANOVAs were conducted on personality variables, as 

well as on outcome measures related to psychological and interpersonal well-being. The 

family-wise error rate was set to .05, and the Bonferroni method was used to adjust for 

multiple comparisons. As reported in Table 3, there were significant country differences 

on all of these measures, except extraversion. Specifically, U.S. Americans as a group 

scored lower on neuroticism and higher on conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 

openness to experience compared to their Singaporean counterpart. In terms of outcome 

variables, Singaporeans as a group scored higher on low-arousal positive affect and lower 

on life satisfaction, high-arousal positive affect, and relationship quality compared to U.S.

Americans.
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Table 3

Means and standard deviations for personality and outcome variables in Study 1

Variable

U.S. Americans
(N = 229)
M    (SD)

Singaporeans
(N = 183)
M    (SD)

Cohen’s d

Extraversion 3.28  (.81) 3.17  (.75) .14

Neuroticism*** 2.77  (.82) 3.07  (.63)      -.48

Conscientiousness*** 3.69  (.58) 3.24  (.55) .80

Agreeableness*** 3.86  (.59) 3.58  (.54) .50

Openness to experience*** 3.55  (.56) 3.28  (.49) .51

Satisfaction with life*** 4.86 (1.20) 4.14 (1.27) .58

High-arousal positive                  
affectivity***

2.76  (.62) 2.51  (.62) .40

Low-arousal positive 
affectivity*

3.15  (.67) 2.99  (.73) .23

Relationship quality*** 5.49  (.88) 4.68  (.94)       .89

Note. †p < .10. *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

Hypothesis 1: Country differences on the frequency of emotional suppression

Hypothesis 1 predicted that suppression of ego-focused emotions would be more 

frequent among Singaporeans than among U.S. Americans, whereas suppression of other-

focused emotions would be more frequent among U.S. Americans than among 

Singaporeans. Analyses of Covariance (ANCOVAs) were performed on the frequency of 

ego- and other-focused emotional suppression, with factors on which the two cultural 

groups differed (i.e., age, generation status, neuroticism, conscientiousness, 

agreeableness, and openness to experience) included as covariates. 

The hypothesis was not supported by the data. Although Singaporeans indeed

suppressed ego-focused emotions more often than U.S. Americans, this country
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difference failed to reach statistical significance, F(1, 398) = 1.16, p = .28, η2 = .003

(Singaporeans: M = .48, SD = 1.07; U.S. Americans: M = .40, SD = 1.10). Also contrary 

to hypothesis, Singaporeans on average suppressed other-focused emotions more often 

than their U.S. American counterpart, F(1, 398) = 8.07, p = .005, η2 = .02 (Singaporeans: 

M = -1.15, SD = 1.35; U.S. Americans: M = -1.90, SD = 1.47).

Hypothesis 2: Does self-construal account for country differences in emotional 

suppression?

Next, Hypothesis 2 predicted that country differences in the frequency of ego- and 

other-focused emotional suppression would be mediated by self-construal orientation. A

single self-construal score was computed for each participant by subtracting her/his 

interdependent self-construal score from her/his independent self-construal score. A

higher score on self-construal indicated greater salience of the independent self relative to 

the interdependent self. According to previous research (e.g., Suh, Diener, & Updegraff, 

2008), the combined self-construal score offers two advantages. First, it allows 

researchers to answer questions regarding the effects of individuals’ dominant mode of 

self-construal rather than those pertaining to the absolute strength of each self-construal. 

Second, analyses of individual differences involving the combined score tend to have 

greater statistical power than those that examine each dimension of self-construal 

separately (Suh et al., 2008). Moreover, the computation of a difference score at the 

individual level adjusts for cross-cultural response bias.

Because there was no significant country difference on ego-focused emotional 

suppression, we used the bootstrapping procedure recommended by Preacher and Hayes 

(2008) to assess the indirect effect of country on emotional suppression through self-
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construal, controlling for age, generation status, neuroticism, openness to experience, 

agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Results from bootstrapping using 1,000 samples 

show that the indirect effect of country on ego-focused emotional suppression via self-

construal was not significant at p < .05, because zero was included in the 95% confidence 

interval (95% CI: lower limit = -.073, upper limit = .004). 

Next, we tested whether self-construal mediates the association between country 

and other-focused emotional suppression. Results suggest that the effect of country on 

other-focused emotional suppression (c = -.48) was reduced by a small amount after 

controlling for self-construal (c’ = -.45). Bootstrapping procedures showed the mediation 

effect to be significant at the p = .05 level (95% CI: lower limit = -.103, upper limit = -

.0003). Because the residual direct effect of country remained significant in the model, 

these results demonstrate partial mediation by self-construal. 

Overall, the data did not fully support Hypothesis 2. Country did not exert an 

indirect effect on the frequency of ego-focused emotional suppression through self-

construal. Moreover, the partial mediation by self-construal on the association between

country and other-focused emotional suppression, albeit significant, was small in 

magnitude and close to reaching non-significance. These results suggest that self-

construal orientation alone could not adequately account for country differences in the 

frequency of emotional suppression.
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Table 4

Results of mediation analyses for Hypothesis 2

Predictor (X) > Mediator (M) > Outcome (Y) β(yx) β(mx) β(ym.x) β(yx.m)
Bootstrapped Bias 
Corrected 95% CI

Model 1
      Country > Self-Construal > Ego-Focused Suppression             -.15 .14† -.12 -.13 -.0725  to  .0037

Model 2  
     Country > Self-Construal > Other-Focused Suppression  -.48** .14† -.20† -.45*** -.1026 to -.0003*

Note. N = 411. Covariates: neuroticism, openness to experience, agreeableness, conscientiousness, age, and generation status. †p < .10. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Hypothesis 3: Self-construal as moderator between emotional suppression and well-

being

Hypothesis 3 predicted that self-construal would moderate the relation between 

emotional suppression and well-being for both Singaporeans and U.S. Americans. 

Specifically, because ego-focused emotions serve as important portals through which 

personal independence and uniqueness could be expressed, suppression of these emotions 

should be more deleterious to the well-being of individuals for whom the independent 

self is more salient. By contrast, suppression of other-focused emotions should be more 

deleterious to the well-being of individuals for whom the independent self is less salient, 

because these emotions help facilitate the experience of interdependence and social 

connectedness. 

To test this hypothesis, Aiken and West’s (1991) statistical procedure for 

examining moderation effects was used. Separate hierarchical multiple regression 

analyses were performed for each of two criterion variables: psychological well-being 

and relationship quality. Psychological well-being was a composite variable based on the 

average of participants’ scores on high-arousal positive affectivity, low-arousal positive 

affectivity, and satisfaction with life. Relationship quality was determined based on 

participants’ scores on the Relationship Quality Scale (Kang and Shaver, 2004). 

In order to reduce the collinearity between the main effect and the interaction 

terms, raw scale scores were standardized (Cronbach, 1987). The standardized 

independent variables were entered into the equation in three successive steps. In the first 

step (1), age and the big-five personality traits were introduced as control variables. The 

predictor (either ego- or other-focused emotional suppression) and moderator (self-



41

construal) were entered in Step 2, and the two-way interaction terms (ego- or other-

focused emotional suppression x self-construal) were introduced in the last step (3). 

Significant incremental R2 in the final step would support Hypothesis 3, suggesting that 

self-construal moderates the link between emotional suppression and well-being.

A total of eight hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted (two 

analyses for each criterion variable, separately for each country). Significant interaction 

effects are depicted graphically using regression slopes representing the relation between 

emotional suppression and well-being at high (plus 1 standard deviation) and low (minus 

1 standard deviation) levels of the moderator variable. Moreover, simple slope analyses 

using simultaneous multiple regression were carried out to determine whether the 

regression slopes differed significantly from zero (Aiken & West, 1991).

Psychological well-being. For the Singaporean sample, the results indicated that, 

consistent with Hypothesis 3, self-construal moderated the effect of ego-focused 

emotional suppression on psychological well-being. As can be seen in Table 5, the

unstandardized regression coefficient for the interaction term (ego-focused emotional 

suppression x self-construal) was statistically significant and met the criterion for a small 

effect size, R2 = .29, ΔR2 = .03, f2 = .04, p = .006. To better understand exactly how ego-

focused emotional suppression interacted with self-construal to predict psychological 

well-being among Singaporeans, scores on ego-focused emotional suppression were 

plotted at low (-1 SD) and high (1 SD) levels of independent self-construal (see Figure 1). 

Significance tests of the simple slopes reveal that, among Singaporeans with a more 

salient independent self, higher frequency of ego-focused suppression was related to 

poorer psychological well-being, β = -.13, SE = .06, t(173) = -2.07, p = .02. By contrast, 
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among Singaporeans with a less salient independent self, higher frequency of ego-

focused emotional suppression was related to better psychological well-being, β = .10, SE

= .06, t(173) = 1.73, p = .04.

Self-construal also moderated the effect of other-focused emotional suppression

on psychological well-being among the Singaporeans. The unstandardized regression 

coefficient for the interaction term (other-focused emotional suppression x self-construal) 

was marginally significant and met the criterion for a small effect size, R2 = .27, ΔR2

= .01, f2 = .02, p = .07. Significance tests of the simple slopes reveal that frequency of 

other-focused suppression was unrelated to psychological well-being among 

Singaporeans with a more salient independent self, β = .04, SE = .05, t(173) = .82, p = .21. 

However, among Singaporeans with a less salient independent self, higher frequency of 

other-focused emotional suppression was related to poorer psychological well-being, β = 

-.10, SE = .05, t(173) = -1.87, p = .03. 

For the U.S. American sample, self-construal did not moderate the effect of either 

ego- or other-focused emotional suppression on psychological well-being. As can be seen 

in Table 5, the unstandardized regression coefficient for the interaction terms (ego-

focused emotional suppression x self-construal; other-focused emotional suppression x 

self-construal) were not statistically significant and failed to met the criterion for a small 

effect size (ego-focused emotional suppression x self-construal: R2 = .41, ΔR2 = .00, f2

= .00, p = .57; other-focused emotional suppression x self-construal: R2 = .41, ΔR2 = .00, 

f2 = .00, p = .44).  

Interpersonal functioning. For the Singaporean sample, self-construal moderated 

the effect of ego-focused emotional suppression on relationship quality. As Table 6
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shows, the unstandardized regression coefficient for the ego-focused emotional 

suppression x self-construal interaction was statistically significant and met the criterion 

for a small effect size, R2 = .35, ΔR2 = .04, f2 = .06, p = .001. Significance tests of the 

simple slopes presented in Figure 3 reveal that among Singaporeans for whom the 

independent self was more salient, higher frequency of ego-focused suppression was 

related to poorer relationship quality, β = -.24, SE = .07, t(173) = -3.17, p < .001. Among 

Singaporeans for whom the independent self was less salient, frequency of ego-focused 

emotional suppression was not significantly related to relationship quality, β = .09, SE

= .07, t(173) = 1.24, p = .11. The interaction effect of other-focused emotional 

suppression and self-construal was not statistically significant and failed to meet the 

criterion for a small effect size, R2 = .32, ΔR2 = .00, f2 = .00, p = .66, indicating that self-

construal did not moderate the relation between other-focused emotional suppression and 

relationship quality for Singaporeans.

For the U.S. American sample, self-construal did not moderate the effect of either 

ego- or other-focused emotional suppression on relationship quality. As can be seen in 

Table 6, the unstandardized regression coefficient for the interaction terms (ego-focused 

emotional suppression x self-construal; other-focused emotional suppression x self-

construal) were not statistically significant and failed to met the criterion for a small 

effect size (ego-focused emotional suppression x self-construal: R2 = .37, ΔR2 = .00, f2

= .00, p = .47; other-focused emotional suppression x self-construal: R2 = .37, ΔR2 = .00, 

f2 = .00, p = .36).   
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Table 5

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses to test moderator effects with ego-focused 

suppression as predictor

Scale B SE B  r    sr2 R2 f2

Step 3— Dependent Variable: Psychological Well-being

Singaporeans (N = 182)
   Constant 3.67 .06 .29** .04
   Extraversion .12 .06 .15* .33 .02
   Neuroticism -.19 .07    -.21* -.38 .03
   Agreeableness .07 .06     .08 .19 .00
   Conscientiousness .15 .06     .18* .29 .02
   Openness to experience .17 .06     .20** .30 .03
   Age -.07 .05    -.10 -.06 .01
   EFS -.04 .05    -.05 -.03 .00
   Independence .03 .07     .03 .18 .00
   EFS x Independence       -.15 .05    -.20** -.08 .03

U.S. Americans (N = 226)
   Constant 3.80 .05 .41 .00
   Extraversion .17 .04 .24*** .36 .05
   Neuroticism -.27 .04 -.40*** -.54 .12
   Agreeableness .15 .05   .20** .40 .03
   Conscientiousness .07 .04   .09 .27 .01
   Openness to experience -.05 .04 -.06 .00 .00
   Age -.05 .05 -.05 -.10 .00
   EFS -.01 .04 -.01 -.05 .00
   Independence -.06 .04 -.09 .07 .01
   EFS x Independence       .02 .03   .03 .02 .00

Step 3— Dependent Variable: Relationship Quality

Singaporeans (N = 182)
   Constant 4.89 .07 .35** .06
   Extraversion .29 .07   .30*** .34 .06
   Neuroticism .01 .09   .01 -.23 .00
   Agreeableness .36 .07   .35*** .38 .09
   Conscientiousness .08 .07   .08 .20 .00
   Openness to experience .22 .07   .21** .30 .03
   Age -.03 .06 -.03 -.01 .00
   EFS -.12 .06 -.12† -.10 .01
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Scale B SE B  r    sr2 R2 f2

   Independence -.06 .08 -.06 -.01 .00

   EFS x Independence -.20 .06 -.22** -.13 .04

U.S. Americans (N = 226)
   Constant 5.39 .06 .37 .00
   Extraversion .28 .05   .33*** .36 .09
   Neuroticism .03 .05   .04 -.18 .00
   Agreeableness .39 .06   .45*** .50 .15
   Conscientiousness -.04 .05 -.04 .13 .00
   Openness to experience .12 .05   .14* .21 .02
   Age -.05 .06 -.04 -.03 .00
   EFS .00 .05   .00 .05 .00
   Independence -.11 .05 -.14* -.02 .01
   EFS x Independence .03 .04   .04 .06 .00

Note. EFS = Ego-focused emotional suppression. †p < .10. *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p
< .001.

Table 6

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses to test moderator effects with other-focused 

suppression as predictor

Scale B SE B  r sr2 R2 f2

Step 3— Dependent Variable: Psychological Well-being

Singaporeans (N = 182)
   Constant 3.66 .06 .27† .02
   Extraversion .13 .06 .17* .33 .02
   Neuroticism -.20 .08 -.22** -.38 .03
   Agreeableness .07 .06 .08 .19 .00
   Conscientiousness .11 .06 .13† .29 .01
   Openness to experience .16 .06 .18* .30 .03
   Age -.08 .05 -.10 -.06 .01
   OFS -.02 .06 -.02 -.10 .00
   Independence -.04 .07 -.04 .18 .00
   OFS x Independence .12 .07 .13† .19 .01

U.S. Americans (N = 226)
   Constant 3.79 .05 .41 .00
   Extraversion .18 .04  .25*** .36 .05
   Neuroticism -.27 .04 -.40*** -.54 .12
   Agreeableness .13 .05  .18** .40 .02
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Scale B SE B  r    sr2 R2 f2

   Conscientiousness .07 .04  .09 .27 .01
   Openness to experience -.05 .04 -.07 .00 .00
   Age -.05 .05 -.06 -.10 .00
   OFS -.04 .04 -.05 -.15 .00
   Independence -.08 .05 -.11† .06 .01
   OFS x Independence -.03 .04 -.04 -.10 .00

Step 3— Dependent Variable: Relationship Quality

Singaporeans (N = 182)
   Constant 4.87 .07 .32 .00
   Extraversion .33 .07  .33*** .34 .08
   Neuroticism .00 .09  .00 -.23 .00
   Agreeableness .36 .08  .36*** .38 .09
   Conscientiousness .03 .08  .03 .20 .00
   Openness to experience .18 .07  .17* .30 .02
   Age -.02 .06 -.02 -.01 .00
   OFS -.08 .07 -.08 -.11 .01
   Independence -.12 .08 -.11 -.01 .01
   OFS x Independence .04 .08  .03 -.06 .00

U.S. Americans (N = 226)
   Constant 5.38 .06 .37 .00
   Extraversion .29 .05  .34*** .36 .09
   Neuroticism .04 .05  .05 -.18 .00
   Agreeableness .38 .06  .44*** .50 .14
   Conscientiousness -.04 .05 -.04 .13 .00
   Openness to experience .12 .05  .14* .21 .02
   Age -.06 .06 -.05 -.03 .00
   OFS -.08 .05 -.00 -.18 .00
   Independence -.13 .06 -.16* -.02 .02
   OFS x Independence -.04 .05 -.05 -.11 .00

Note. OFS = Other-focused emotional suppression. †p < .10. *p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p
< .001.
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Figure 1. Interaction between ego-focused suppression and independence predicting 

psychological well-being for the Singaporean sample.

Figure 2. Interaction between other-focused suppression and independence predicting 

psychological well-being for the Singaporean sample.
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Figure 3. Interaction between ego-focused suppression and independence predicting 

relationship quality for the Singaporean sample.
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Discussion of Study 1

In Study 1, we examined whether the frequency and consequences of emotional 

suppression vary as a function of self-construal and the social orientation of emotions.

Our first hypothesis predicted that Singaporeans would suppress ego-focused emotions 

more frequently and other-focused emotions less frequently compared to U.S. Americans. 

The results revealed no country difference in the frequency of ego-focused emotional 

suppression. Furthermore, the Singaporeans were found to suppress other-focused 

emotions more often compared to European Americans, which was contrary to 

hypothesis (for plausible explanations, see General Discussion). 

Our second hypothesis postulated that self-construal would mediate the relation 

between country and emotional suppression. Evidence in support of this hypothesis was 

found for other-focused emotional suppression, suggesting that self-construal could be 

used to explain, in part, why cultures that value independence more relative to 

interdependence tend to engage in other-focused emotional suppression less frequently

than those that put a lower weight on independence.

The study also examined whether the relation between emotional suppression and 

well-being is moderated by self-construal. We tested the effects for Singaporeans and U.S. 

Americans separately. The predicted pattern was found for Singaporeans on both ego-

and other-focused emotional suppression. With regards to ego-focused emotional 

suppression, we found evidence of lower psychological well-being and interpersonal 

functioning among Singaporeans with a stronger independent self-construal orientation, 

and higher psychological well-being among Singaporeans with a less salient independent 

self-construal orientation. In terms of other-focused emotional suppression, we found that 
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it is deleterious to the psychological well-being of Singaporeans with a less salient 

independent self-construal orientation but has no impact on those with a more salient 

independent self-construal orientation. For U.S. Americans, self-construal did not 

moderate the relation between emotional suppression and well-being. Taken together, the 

findings are largely consistent with the notion that emotional suppression is not uniformly 

maladaptive. Specifically, data from Study 1 suggest that the effects of emotional 

suppression may well vary depending on individuals’ country of origin, model of self-

construal, and social orientation of the suppressed emotions. 

One potential limitation of Study 1 concerns the decision to focus on country-

level comparisons, as it raises the question of whether the observed differences in self-

construal and its effects are more or less distinct at the ethnic group level. This issue is 

especially germane to the current study, because both Singapore and the U.S. are among 

the most ethnically diverse countries in their respective part of the world. In fact, 13% of 

our Singaporean sample was non-Chinese and nearly 23% of our American sample was 

non-White. To address this concern, we re-ran the analyses with only the ethnic majority 

group from each country (i.e., the Singapore Chinese and European Americans). The 

results, based on effect size estimates, are comparable to those found at the country level. 

Another major limitation of Study 1 stem from the use of self-report measures. 

That is, we measured but did not manipulate either self-construal or emotional 

suppression, and thus cannot make conclusive statements regarding their effects. To 

address this limitation, we manipulated self-construal and emotional suppression in a 

second study to test directly their causal impact on well-being. Finally, the design of 

Study 1 also brings up the question of whether the differences found between 
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Singaporeans and U.S. Americans were due to measurement variance or actual country 

difference. We address this issue in Study 2 by testing Hypothesis 3 using data collected

from just one country.
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CHAPTER 3

STUDY 2

The primary goal of Study 2 was to test the moderating impact of self-construal

on the consequences of ego- and other-focused suppression. A laboratory experiment was 

performed on a sample of U.S. American college students. Independent and 

interdependent self-construal was activated using a priming manipulation developed by 

Trafimow, Triandis, and Goto (1991) that has shown to be successful in previous studies.

Participants were asked to suppress either pride or empathy, which are among the best 

examples of ego- and other-focused emotions, respectively (Markus and Kitayama 1994). 

We also collected partner ratings of rapport and affiliation, in addition to participants’ 

self-reports of how they felt about the social interaction. This gave us two perspectives 

from which to assess the interpersonal consequences of emotional suppression. 

It was anticipated that suppression of ego-focused emotions would lead to lower 

scores on intrapersonal well-being (as indicated by positive and negative affectivity) and 

interpersonal well-being (as indicated by rapport/affiliation) for individuals primed with 

independent self-construal relative to individuals primed with interdependent self-

construal. The opposite pattern of results was predicted for other-focused emotions—that 

is, suppression of other-focused emotions would lead to lower scores on intra- and inter-

personal well-being for individuals primed with interdependent self-construal compared 

to individuals primed with independent self-construal.  
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Method for Study 2

Sample

Due to well-documented gender differences in emotional expressiveness (e.g., 

Kring & Gordon, 1998), the sample was limited to women. Sixty-two female 

undergraduate students at the University of Minnesota (mean age = 20.27, SD = 1.95, 

range = 18 to 25) completed the study for course credit. The vast majority (82%) self-

identified as White/European American, with the remaining self-identifying as 

Africans/African Americans (3%), Asians/Asian Americans (8%), and multiracial (7%).

In terms of generation status, six participants (10%) were first generation, eighteen (29%) 

were second generation, five (8%) were third generation, and thirty-three (53%) were 

fourth generation or beyond.

Design and Procedure

Participants were recruited from a pool of undergraduate students enrolled in 

psychology courses at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities. Participants who had 

expressed interest in getting involved in the study were contacted by an experimenter, 

who subsequently enrolled students in the study. Each participant was randomly assigned 

to either the pride (ego-focused) suppression condition or the empathy (other-focused) 

suppression condition. They were also chosen at random to receive either the independent 

prime or the interdependent prime. 

After arriving at the laboratory’s waiting room, one participant and one

confederate were led by an experimenter into a small room where they were instructed to

sit side by side at a small table. It was at this time that the experimenter proceeded with 
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the informed consent process. The participants were told that the purpose of the study 

was to understand how personality and intellectual aptitude influence social interactions. 

After obtaining informed consent and addressing any questions or concerns the 

participants might have had about the study, the experimenter asked the participants and 

the confederates to complete a series of individual tasks on their own in separate rooms.

The participants were asked to first complete a short survey containing measures of 

personality (based on the “Big Five”) and demographics (including information about 

their age, cultural ancestry, and generation status). Each participant was then given ten 

minutes to complete a 15-item intellectual aptitude test. Upon completion of the test, the 

experimenter left the room to purportedly score the test. Meanwhile, the participant 

performed an activity created by Trafimow et al. (1991) to prime either independent or 

interdependent self-construal. Participants in the independent prime condition were asked 

to read a short story about a general who made a decision to send a warrior to his king 

based on the warrior’s individual attributes. Participants in the interdependent prime 

condition were asked to read a similar story, except that the general chose the warrior out 

of familial obligation. Participants in both conditions were instructed to remember as 

much of the story as possible and were told that they would be asked about its content

later on. To increase the strength of the priming manipulation, researchers encouraged the 

participants to picture themselves as the main character of the story. The participants 

were told that this would help them recall the story later on, because research has shown 

that people find it easier to recall details of a story when they try to experience the plot as 

if it was happening to them. After three minutes had passed, the researcher returned and 

asked the participants to complete twenty “I am” statements, which were included to 
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solidify and check the effects of the priming manipulation. 

Next, the experimenter returned to the room and gave participants bogus feedback 

on how well they did on the intellectual aptitude test. Unbeknownst to the participants, 

the experimenter read aloud the confederates’ score (64th percentile) first, pretending that 

she accidentally gave out the wrong score. After apologizing for making the mistake, the 

experimenter told the participants that they actually scored in the 90th percentile, which is 

very good considering that the average college student scored around the 75th percentile.

The experimenter then left the room to purportedly provide feedback to the confederate. 

When the experimenter returned, participants were provided with one of the 

following instructions, depending on the suppression condition to which they were 

assigned. Participants in the ego-focused/pride suppression condition received the 

following instructions: 

“Given that you did great and the other participant did not do so well, it is very 

important for the sake of the study that you try your best to behave in such a way 

that your partner does not know that you are feeling proud at all. Please try not to 

show any pride in your face or your voice.” 

Participants in the other-focused/empathy suppression condition were told:

“Given that you did great and the other participant did not do so well, it is very 

important for the sake of the study that you try your best to behave in such a way 

that your partner does not know that you are feeling bad or sorry for her. Please 

try not to show any concern for her in your face or your voice.”  

After the suppression manipulation was delivered, the experimenter brought the 

participant and the confederate back together and asked them to discuss three different 
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topics face-to-face. One of the topics focused on each person’s experience with the 

intellectual aptitude test. Specifically, the dyad was asked to focus on their thoughts and 

feelings about their performance on the test. After the conversation, each member of the 

dyad privately responded to a state measure of positive affect, as well as a scale that 

assessed interpersonal rapport and affiliation. To check whether the self-construal and the 

suppression manipulations were delivered successfully, participants were asked to recall 

the story they read earlier and the instructions they were given about how they should 

behave during the face-to-face interaction. After completing these measures, participants 

were debriefed, probed for any suspicions about the study procedures and hypotheses, 

and compensated for taking part in the study.

Measures

Demographic information. Participants were asked to answer questions about 

their age, cultural ancestry, and generation status.

Personality. The “Big Five” personality traits of openness, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism were measured using the 44-item Big Five 

Inventory (BFI; John & Srivastava, 1999). For each item, participants rated the extent to 

which it described how they typically behave (e.g. “can be moody” for neuroticism) 

using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree). Cronbach’s 

alphas suggest that internal reliabilities for all of the factors are within an acceptable 

range (openness to experience= .81; conscientiousness = .82; extraversion = .88; 

agreeableness = .79; neuroticism = .84). The scale has also demonstrated good 

convergent and discriminant validity (John & Srivastava, 1999). Reliabilities for each

scale score in this study were adequate (α = .79, .80, .90, .72, and .84 for openness to 
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experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism, 

respectively).

Affect (state version). A major goal of the study was to investigate the effects of 

suppression on affective well-being, which were measured using items from the state 

version of the Positive and Negative Affective Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & 

Tellegen, 1988). Participants were asked to rate on a five-point Likert scale (1 = very 

slightly to 5 = very much) the extent to which they were experiencing ten different 

positive affective states at the moment they were completing the scale. The Positive 

Affect (PA) subscale of the PANAS has high internal consistency reliability ( = .89)

(Watson et al.,1988). In the current sample, the PA subscale score has good internal 

consistency reliability ( = .89).

Rapport and affiliation. Modeled after the protocol used by Butler et al. (2007), a 

combination of items developed by Collins and Miller (1994), Davis and Perkowitz, 

(1979), and Tickle-Degnan and Rosenthal (1990) were used to assess the extent to which

one member of the dyad liked the other (i.e., how much the confederate liked the 

participant, and vice versa) and would be interested in developing a friendship with her. 

Respondents’ level of agreement with ten statements was rated on a five-point Likert 

scale, ranging from 1 (very much disagree) to 5 (very much agree). Sample items include: 

“I like my partner” and “I would be interested in talking to my partner again”. A high

internal reliability estimate for the scale score (i.e., α = .91) has been reported (Butler et 

al., 2007), and the scale score for the current sample has excellent internal reliability as 

well ( = .90 and .95 for ratings made by participants and confederates, respectively).
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Emotional response to feedback on intellectual aptitude. Two sets of questions 

were used to assess whether the feedback on intellectual aptitude induced an equally 

strong level of empathy and pride. To measure the level of empathy induced by the cover 

story, participants were asked to report the extent to which they experienced sympathy, 

warmth, compassion, softheartedness, and tenderness toward the confederate using a 

seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very much). The level of pride elicited by 

the cover story was assessed using the following two questions: “To what extent did your 

performance on the intellectual aptitude test make you feel good about yourself?” and 

“Think about your performance on the intellectual aptitude test. How much pride did you 

feel?” Participants responded to each question using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at 

all to 7 = very much), and the scores were averaged to create a measure of induced pride.

In the current sample, the empathy scale score has an internal reliability (alpha) of

was .82 and the two pride items have a correlation (Pearson’s r) of .91.

Self-construal check. As part of the manipulation check for the self-construal 

priming procedure, participants first completed the Twenty Statements Test (TST; Kuhn 

& McPartland, 1954), which involves completing 20 sentences that begin with the phrase

“I am…” Priming of the independent self, if done successfully, should generate more 

idiocentric cognitions such as those that refer to personal qualities, traits, and attitudes 

(e.g., “I am smart). Priming of the interdependent self should generate more collectivistic 

or group cognitions such as those that refer to group membership or categories (e.g., “I 

am a college student”). In other words, the number of independent and interdependent 

cognitions served to indicate whether the priming manipulations were successful.
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Suppression manipulation check. Towards the end of the study, participants wrote 

down the instructions they were given by the experimenter before the dyadic interaction. 

Furthermore, they were asked to indicate the extent to which they tried to follow the 

experimenter’s instructions on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very much).  

Results of Study 2

Data Inspection

Before computing any statistics, the data were screened for anomalies by first 

running frequencies on each variable and by visually inspecting the data in various 

graphic outputs (e.g., scatter-plots). Next, statistical computation of z-scores, the leverage 

index, and Cook’s D were performed to detect potential outliers. No abnormality or 

outliers were identified using these methods.

Descriptive Information

Table 7 provides background information on the sample as well as tests of 

differences between groups on demographic and personality variables. Because this study 

used an experimental research design, random assignment should have controlled for pre-

existing differences across experimental conditions. Nonetheless, chi-square analyses and 

t-tests were conducted to confirm that there were no pre-existing group differences.

Manipulation Check

One-way ANOVAs were used to determine whether the self-construal priming 

manipulation worked. It is expected that participants who received the independent prime 

would have listed a significantly higher number of idiocentric cognitions on the Twenty 

Statements Test than those who received the interdependent prime; and participants who 

received the interdependent prime would have listed a significantly higher number of
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Table 7

Demographic information organized by experimental condition

Pride 
Suppression

Empathy 
Suppression

Chi-Square* Independent 
Prime

Interdependent 
Prime

Chi-Square*

Ethnicity
     African/African American 0 2 p = .16 1 1 p = .93
     Asian/Asian American 1 4 2 3
     European American/White        28        23 28 23
     Multiracial 1          3 2 2

Generation Status
     First-generation 1 5 p = .42 3 3 p = .82
     Second-generation 9 9 8 10
     Third-generation 3 2 3 2
     Fourth-generation or beyond        17        16 19 14

M (SD) M(SD)      t df d M (SD) M(SD)     t df d

Age 20.17 (1.90) 20.38 (2.03) .42 60 .11 20.18 (1.88) 20.38 (2.06) .40 60 .10
Personality
     Openness to experience 3.57 (.66) 3.69 (.50) .81 60 .20 3.58 (.60) 3.70 (.57) .86 60 .21
     Conscientiousness 3.89 (.61) 3.78 (.55) .70 60 .19 3.84 (.58) 3.83 (.59) .05 60 .02
     Extraversion 3.54 (.84) 3.50 (.76) .20 60 .05 3.38 (.87) 3.67 (.69) 1.42 60 .37
     Agreeableness 3.97 (.52) 3.91 (.53) .43 60 .11 3.95 (.55) 3.92 (.50) .20 60 .06
     Neuroticism 2.92 (.82) 3.13 (.72) 1.08 60 .27 3.10 (.73) 2.94 (.82) .78 60 .21

Note. *Pearson’s chi-square significance level



61

collectivistic cognitions than those who received the independent prime. Two coders 

classified the responses, reached a satisfactory level of agreement (Kappa = .78), and 

resolved the remaining discrepancies through discussions. ANOVA results revealed that 

the self-construal manipulation was successful. Specifically, independent priming (M = 

12.39, SD = 3.24) induced a greater number of idiocentric cognitions than did 

interdependent priming (M = 9.67, SD = 3.44, F(1, 58) = 9.95, p = .003), and 

interdependent priming induced a greater number of collectivistic cognitions (M = 5.56, 

SD = 3.34) than did independent priming (M = 2.94, SD = 3.00, F(1, 58) = 10.19, p

= .002).  

To check the efficacy of the suppression manipulation, participants were asked to 

write down detailed recollections of the instructions they were given immediately 

preceding the dyadic interaction task. Furthermore, they were asked to report the extent 

to which they followed these instructions while conversing with their partner. Twenty-

three out of 30 participants (77%) in the pride suppression condition and twenty-three out 

of 32 participants (72%) in the empathy suppression condition recalled the instructions 

accurately. When asked to indicate the extent to which they tried to follow the 

instructions, 97% of participants in each suppression condition (29 out of 30 in the pride 

suppression condition and 31 out of 32 in the empathy suppression condition) reported 

putting in at least a moderate amount of effort (i.e., scoring four or above on a seven-

point Likert scale; for the entire sample, M = 5.53, SD = 1.18).

Furthermore, the efficacy of the suppression manipulation appeared to be equal 

across conditions. First, the proportion of participants who provided accurate descriptions 

of the instructions they received was approximately the same across the two suppression 
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conditions, χ2(1, 62) = .19, p = .67. The degree to which participants tried to follow the 

instructions also did not differ significantly by suppression condition (suppression of 

pride condition: M = 5.57, SD = 1.22 and suppression of empathy condition: M = 5.50, 

SD = 1.16, t(60) = .22, p = .83). Finally, both suppression manipulations elicited similar 

levels of pride (suppression of pride condition: M = 4.65, SD = 1.32 and suppression of

empathy condition: M = 4.92, SD = 1.68), t(60) = .71, p = .43) and empathy (suppression 

of pride condition: M = 4.24, SD = 1.25 and suppression of empathy condition: M = 4.08, 

SD = .86), t(60) = .61, p = .55). 

Main Analyses

Study 2 was designed to test Hypothesis 3, which postulates that self-construal 

orientation would moderate the effects of ego- and other-focused emotional suppression 

on well-being. More specifically, suppression of ego-focused emotion would lead to 

poorer psychological and interpersonal well-being for individuals primed with 

independent self-construal, whereas suppression of other-focused emotions would lead to 

lower psychological and interpersonal well-being for individuals primed with 

interdependent self-construal. To test this hypothesis, separate 2 (independent vs. 

interdependent self-construal) x 2 (condition: ego-focused suppression vs. other-focused 

suppression) ANOVAs were conducted for each dependent variable. 

Affect. First, self-construal interacted with emotional suppression to predict 

positive affect, F(1, 56)= 5.14, p = .03 (see Table 8). Consistent with hypothesis, pride 

suppression led to lower positive affect among those primed with independent self-

construal (M =2.44, SD = .68) than among those primed with interdependent self-

construal (M = 3.24, SD =80), t(26) = 2.88, p = .008. However, contrary to hypothesis,
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empathy suppression did not lead to lower positive affect among those primed with 

interdependent self-construal (M = 2.81, SD = .88) than among those primed with

independent self-construal (M = 2.90, SD =.78), t(29) = .29, p = .78.

Rapport and affiliation. ANOVA analysis on perceived rapport and affiliation

revealed a significant main effect for self-construal, F(1, 56) = 4.80, p = .03. Specifically, 

participants who received the interdependent self-construal prime (M = 3.70, SD = .56) 

perceived higher rapport and affiliation with their partner than those who received the 

independent self-construal prime (M = 3.38, SD = .62). However, contrary to prediction,

there was no interaction between self-construal and emotional suppression on either 

participant- or confederate-rated rapport/affiliation, Fs(1, 56) < .75, ns.

Table 8

Positive affect and rapport/affiliation as a function of self-construal priming and type of 

emotional suppression

Self-construal priming

Independent Interdependent

Dependent Variable

Pride 
suppression

Empathy 
suppression

Pride 
suppression

Empathy 
suppression

Positive Affect M = 2.44a

SD = .68
M = 2.93
SD = .76

M = 3.24b

SD = .80
M = 2.81
SD = .88

Participant’s perception of 
rapport and affiliation

M = 3.24
SD = .50

M = 3.49
SD = .69

M = 3.56
SD = .66

M = 3.84
SD = .42

Confederate’s perception 
of rapport and affiliation

M = 3.66
SD = .83

M = 3.16
SD = .91

M = 3.54
SD = .79

M = 3.44
SD = 1.00

Note. Different subscripts indicate means that differ significantly from each other (p
< .05).
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Discussion of Study 2

Study 2 examined the moderating influence of self-construal on the personal and 

social consequences of ego- and other-focused emotional suppression during an 

unscripted two-person interaction. We found that among the participants who were asked 

to engage in ego-focused emotional suppression, those primed with an independent self-

construal experienced lower positive affect compared to those primed with an 

interdependent self-construal. Furthermore, as predicted by Hypothesis 3, suppression of 

other-focused emotions resulted in lower positive affect for those primed with an 

interdependent self-construal compared to those primed with an independent self-

construal, but the effect was not statistically significant. This same pattern of findings 

was not replicated when the outcome of suppression was assessed using measures of 

rapport and affiliation.
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CHAPTER 4

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The primary goal of this dissertation was to examine cultural differences in the

prevalence and outcomes of ego- and other-focused emotional suppression and to explore 

the psychological mechanism underlying these particular patterns of emotion regulation. 

It was hypothesized that individuals from cultures that place greater emphasis on

collectivism would be more likely to suppress ego-focused emotions and less likely to 

suppress other-focused emotions compared to individuals from cultures that place greater 

emphasis on individualism. The relative salience of independent vs. interdependent self-

construal was tested as a potential mechanism underlying this cultural group difference

and as a factor that moderates the link between emotional suppression and well-being.

Although previous research has explored the impact of culture on the consequences 

associated with emotional suppression, the present dissertation was the first to 

simultaneously consider the effects of both cultural variables (e.g., self-construal) and the 

social orientation of emotions (ego- vs. other-focused) on outcomes. It was predicted that

the deleterious effects of suppressing ego-focused emotions would be more readily 

observed among individuals for whom the independent self is more salient (relative to the 

interdependent self), whereas the deleterious effects of suppressing other-focused 

emotions would be more readily observed among individuals for whom the 

interdependent self is more salient. 

Taken together, the findings suggest that cultural orientation has a significant 

effect on patterns of emotional suppression and on the associated implications for social 

and psychological adjustment. First, Singaporeans as group had a greater tendency 
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toward other-focused emotional suppression compared to U.S. Americans. Second, the

effect of country on other-focused emotional suppression was partially mediated by

cultural differences in self-construal orientation. Third, self-construal was found to 

moderate the link between emotional suppression and well-being for Singaporeans in 

Study 1 and for U.S. Americans in Study 2. Across these two samples, the negative 

relation between ego-focused suppression and well-being was only observed among 

individuals for whom the independent self was more salient (relative to the 

interdependent self). 

These findings support the cultural psychological view of emotion (Kitayama, 

2002; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), which suggests that human emotional processes are 

shaped by cultural practices and meanings. Culture influences the emotion regulatory 

patterns of individuals by encouraging and sanctioning different emotional responses and

tendencies according to what is most adaptive in a particular sociocultural environment. 

Therefore, the regulation of ego- and other-focused emotions should take on different

meanings and level of importance for individuals, depending on whether their cultural 

worlds operate primarily in terms of the independent or interdependent models of self. 

The current research expands our understanding of emotion regulation in a few 

different ways. First, to our knowledge, this is the first investigation into how the social 

orientation of emotions may be related to the manner in which emotional suppression

affects well-being. Current theories on emotion regulation, including Gross’s (1998b)

process model, tend to assume that the effects of emotional suppression are more similar 

than different across emotions. Findings from the present research, however, suggest that 

the implementation and outcome of suppression could well vary depending on the 
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characteristics of the emotion—in this case, its social orientation or referent of focus (i.e., 

ego vs. other). Moreover, the emphasis on ego- and other-focused emotional suppression 

goes beyond the dominant models of emotion (e.g., Russell, 1980; Watson & Tellegen, 

1985; Larsen & Diener, 1992), most of which endorse a two-dimensional structure 

focused on valence and arousal. 

Second, the current findings challenge the dominant view of emotional 

suppression as a maladaptive emotion regulation strategy. Habitual use of suppression 

has generally been associated with negative outcomes, including lower levels of positive 

affect and poorer interpersonal functioning (Gross & John, 2003). Our data, however, 

suggest that emotional suppression has positive consequences for certain groups of 

individuals. For example, higher levels of ego-focused suppression appeared to be 

problematic for Singaporeans with a more salient independent self, while the reverse was 

true for those with a less salient independent self. Therefore, emotional suppression is 

neither inherently good nor bad. In the current research context, it is simply serving the

function of helping individuals maintain their cultural construal of personhood.

Third, although the notion that culture plays an important role in determining 

what constitutes adaptive emotional responding has been discussed in the literature (e.g., 

Consedine et al., 2002; Gross & Thompson, 2007), little is known about exactly how 

cultural variables contribute to the differential impact of specific emotion regulation 

strategies such as emotional suppression. Rather than simply describing cultural 

variations in emotional suppression, the current research moved to the level of finding

explanatory factors that might account for these differences. More specifically, the results 

suggest that the relative salience of independent to interdependent self-construal is one 
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variable that helps to explain cultural differences in why some individuals are resilient, 

whereas others are more vulnerable, to the effects of particular forms of emotional 

suppression.

As with most research endeavors, the current dissertation revealed several

unexpected results that warrant further explanation. First, although Singaporeans reported 

greater control over their displays of ego-focused emotions than U.S. Americans, the

mean difference was not statistically significant. One explanation for this result may lie in 

the varying meaning of pride and superiority across cultures, and what it means to 

suppress these emotions among members of different cultures. For example, there 

appears to be widespread inhibition of outward displays of pride in western cultures 

(Niedenthal, Krauth-Gruber, & Ric, 2006). Because it may be difficult for others to 

discern expressions of pride from expressions of hubris, individuals may elect to inhibit 

the communication of pride when it is experienced in order to avoid the negative social 

consequences associated with appearing conceited or arrogant. The desirability of pride 

suppression is illustrated by a study conducted in Great Britain which found that nearly 

all children in the research sample resorted to the social convention of masking pride as 

early as age five (Reissland & Harris, 1991). In the case of Singaporeans, suppression of 

pride may not be as frequent as one would expect, possibly because one’s own honor and 

the honor of one’s ingroup are interdependent. Rather than being an individual 

experience, expression of pride might be a collective experience that reflects well on 

one’s ingroup, bringing pride and general positive feelings to significant others.

Second, the finding that Singaporeans tended to suppress other-focused emotions 

more than U.S. Americans when interacting with close friends is contrary to what one 



69

would have expected based on known cultural differences in attitudes and behaviors 

toward one’s ingroup. Findings from previous research indicate that, in addition to a 

greater need to control the display of disruptive emotions in ingroup relationships, there 

is also greater encouragement to express emotions that foster ingroup harmony and 

cohesion in collectivistic cultures (Matsuomoto et al., 1998). Then, why did Singaporeans

report a greater frequency of other-focused emotional suppression in close friendships

than U.S. Americans? One possible answer can be found in research on Chinese 

communication styles, which is particularly relevant given that Singapore is a 

predominantly Chinese nation. More specifically, open expression of personal feelings in 

relational transactions is inconsistent with an important feature of Chinese 

communication called hanxu, “a mode of communication (both verbal and nonverbal) 

which is contained, reserved, implicit, and indirect” (Gao, 2001, p. 283). In contrast to

Western Anglo-American society where openness and disclosure of internal feelings are 

essential for maintaining close relationships, Chinese culture emphasizes implicit 

understandings of care and affection through actions. In fact, overt expressions of 

positive feelings toward other people feel awkward to most Chinese (Potter, 1988). Being

hanxu in the context of a close friendship means that individuals will refrain from 

expressing positive feelings via verbal assurance and validation; instead, they will allow 

these feelings to surface subtly through action.

Third, Study 1 found that self-construal moderated the effect of emotional 

suppression on well-being only within the Singaporean sample. Given that a moderating 

effect of self-construal was found among U.S. Americans in Study 2, further research is 

required to determine whether the moderating effect generalizes to this population. If the
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results from Study 1 are replicated, two explanations are plausible. One explanation 

might be that, as a predictor of well-being, self-construal does not take on the same 

degree of importance in the U.S. as it does in Singapore. For example, Singaporeans 

might be more affected by how they socially define themselves than U.S. Americans due 

to greater cultural emphasis on social and relational concepts. As such, one would expect

deviations from culturally sanctioned definitions of the self to be more consequential for

Singaporeans. By contrast, personality traits might be more potent predictors of well-

being for U.S. Americans, because internal attributes are the primary forces that motivate 

and constrain behaviors in this particular cultural context. It would be interesting for 

future studies to examine the proximal and distal effects of self-construal and personality 

in different cultural contexts. 

Another explanation for why the moderating effect of self-construal was found 

only for Singaporeans is that the meaning of independence and interdependence might 

vary across different cultural contexts. It is commonly assumed that these constructs are 

equivalent and operate in the same way in all cultures. However, as Kitayama, Karasawa, 

Curhan, Ryff, and Markus (2006) found in their study, the same behavior might be 

considered a facet of independence or interdependence, depending on the cultural context. 

For example, positive social engagement corresponds to the interdependent mode of 

being for Americans. However, within the Japanese cultural context, the same variable is 

regarded as a marker of independence because it fosters a sense of personal control and 

influence over one’s environment.

Fourth, the lack of interaction effects on interpersonal functioning in Study 2 was 

unexpected. Although the joint effects of self-construal and emotional suppression may 
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simply have been more affect-based than interpersonally-based, restricted statistical 

power associated with a relatively small sample size may be another explanation. 

Alternatively, these null findings might stem from the inherent constraints of the 

experimental protocol. For example, it is quite possible that the social consequences of 

suppression cannot be accurately gauged after a single brief interaction between two 

previously unacquainted individuals. Future research with adequate sample size and 

statistical power is necessary to make sense of these results.

Another limitation of the current dissertation deals with our sample characteristics. 

As with much of cross-cultural research, participants in both dissertation studies were

college students. This raises the question of whether our results generalize to individuals 

in other age and educational groups. Moreover, the U.S. sample was drawn from the 

Midwestern region of the country, where the population is comprised mostly of German 

and Scandinavian Anglo-Americans. Empirical work by Tsai and Chentsova-Dutton 

(2003), along with numerous ethnographic accounts (e.g., Midelfort & Midelfort, 1982),

indicate that Scandinavians have a greater tendency to control and inhibit their emotions

compared to individuals from other European cultures. Therefore, the current findings 

might have been influenced by the unique cultural heritages of the participants in our U.S.

sample. 

A similar problem lies in choosing Singaporeans to represent a cultural group that 

is more collectivistic in orientation. Although Chinese represents the dominant ethnic 

group in Singapore, the country is globally-oriented and multi-ethnic. Furthermore, 

Western influence has had a long and prevailing influence in Singapore since the early 

1800s when it was colonized by the British (Turnbull, 1989). It is possible that stronger 
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cultural effects on emotional suppression would have been found if more traditional and 

culturally homogenous groups of collectivistic individuals were sampled instead. The

problem of not having had sufficient variance in collectivistic orientation to detect more 

dramatic cultural effects was further compounded by the fact that the Singaporean

participants were asked to complete the survey in English, as past research have indicated 

that people’s values, beliefs, and perceptions can change with the language they are using 

(e.g., Dinges & Hull, 1992; Matsumoto & Assar, 1992). Therefore, it might be

worthwhile to see whether more pronounced cultural differences would emerge with 

measures that have been effectively translated into other languages.

Despite these and other limitations, the current dissertation extends previous 

research on emotion regulation by considering differences in the nature and impact of 

emotional suppression according to the social orientation of emotion and self-construal. 

By making the distinction between ego- and other-focused emotional suppression, an 

effort has made towards building a more complex and nuanced conceptualization of 

emotional suppression. Furthermore, culture was not simply operationalized by country 

alone. Much of cross-cultural research has tended to rely on group memberships, often 

assuming that significant differences between groups were due to psychological 

dimensions that were never actually measured. The current research, however, included a 

more meaningful dimension of cultural variability—namely, independent and 

interdependent self-construal. In fact, our findings indicate that well-being is affected by 

self-construal to a much greater extent than by country affiliation. More specifically, 

greater salience of the independent self relative to the interdependent self was found to 

increase the risk of psychological maladjustment associated with frequent suppression of 
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ego-focused emotions, whereas lower salience of the independent self was found to 

increase the risk of psychological maladjustment associated with frequent suppression of 

other-focused emotions. 

Clearly, further empirical investigations are needed to expand our understanding 

of how cultural variables contribute to the link between emotional suppression and 

mental health. One suggestion for future research is to utilize measures of independence 

and interdependence that capture specific meanings and practices that are more relevant

to emotion regulation and thus might better account for cultural group differences in 

emotional suppression. Alternatively, researchers could examine cultural values and 

attitudes related to emotion regulation. For example, Matsumoto, Yoo, and Nakagawa

(2008) examined how emotion regulation patterns vary as a function of cultural values 

related to interpersonal relationships (e.g., power distance, embeddedness, hierarchy) and 

to emotions (e.g., uncertainty avoidance, long- vs. short-term orientation, affective 

autonomy). Other sources of cultural differences that might be pertinent to emotional 

suppression include type of interpersonal goals (e.g., influence vs. adjustment goals; 

Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 2002; Tsai, Miao, Seppala, Fung, & Yeung, 2007) and 

reasons for suppression (e.g., concern for social harmony; Kim, Sherman, Ko, & Taylor,

2006).

Another specific direction for future research is to construct a measure of ego-

and other-focused emotional suppression that has stronger psychometric properties. The 

emotions used in the present study were selected based on previous research (Kitayama et 

al., 2000; Kitayama, Mesquita, et al., 2006). However, we found that one of the positive 

ego-focused emotions (i.e., feeling on top of the world) did not load onto the expected 
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social orientation dimension, thereby compromising the integrity of the scale. The

discrepancy in factor loadings could have occurred for a number of reasons. Whereas 

earlier studies focused on the experience of ego- and other-focused emotions, the current 

dissertation was concerned primarily with the suppression of these emotions. It is quite 

possible that the structure of emotional experience and emotional suppression differs

because, as distinct components of emotions, each operates differently and serves 

different functions. Also, the scale validation work reported in previous studies was based 

on Japanese and U.S. samples, whereas the current dissertation utilized samples from 

Singapore and a specific region within the U.S. Finally, future efforts aimed at refining 

the measurement of ego- and other-focused emotional suppression should consider 

expanding the number of items that comprise each scale. Using a small number of scale 

items can adversely affect one’s ability to detect significant effects through restriction of 

range or decreased scale reliability.

Although the importance of social context was taken into consideration in the 

present research, we were not able to directly compare the effects of different types of 

social situations in a meaningful way. However, as mentioned in the introduction, the 

frequency and impact of emotional suppression are likely to vary as a function of the 

social situation. For example, the value of fostering ingroup cohesion and solidarity 

might lead individuals with stronger interdependent self-construals to suppress ego-

focused emotions more often and other-focused emotions less often in ingroup contexts 

than in outgroup contexts. On the other hand, because the ingroup vs. outgroup 

distinction generally does not take on the same degree of importance for individuals with 

stronger independent self-construals, differences in the frequency of ego- and other-



75

focused suppression, and the related outcomes, may be less noticeable across 

ingroup/outgroup contexts. Exploring situational effects on the link between emotional 

suppression and adjustment will be a next significant challenge in future research on 

culture and emotion regulation.

The current research findings have important implications for training and 

therapeutic interventions. Given that the consequences of emotional suppression vary 

depending on social and cultural context, the ability to flexibly enhance or suppress the 

expression of emotions may be a key factor in successful interventions. Stable individual 

differences can lead to rigid application of emotional suppression across different 

situations, thereby increasing the likelihood of producing negative outcomes. Instead, 

interventions should focus on identifying social and cultural variables that are likely to 

have an influence over the outcome of emotion regulation efforts and teach individuals to 

regulate their emotions with greater sensitivity to these contextual constraints. For 

example, a highly individualistic person may need to learn to suppress ego-focused 

emotions in situations where the behavior would have a positive social impact. Similarly, 

there are circumstances in which a highly collectivistic person would be better off 

suppressing other-focused emotions.

Increased knowledge and understanding of how culture influences emotion 

regulation processes may be particularly useful to individuals from bicultural 

backgrounds. The self-construals of immigrants and other individuals with bicultural 

values often change as part of the acculturation process. Changes in self-concept, along 

with frequent exposure to contrasting worldviews, can create psychological distress and 

impede the development of close relationships. However, the more skilled bicultural 
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individuals are at adapting their behavior to fit the expressive norms of different cultural 

contexts, the greater the likelihood that they would be well-adjusted. Again, the ability to 

flexibly alter one’s emotion regulation strategy based on contextual factors may be more

important than the specific type of strategy used.

The study of cultural influences on emotional suppression needs to continue for a 

number of reasons. Understanding the meaning and ramifications of emotional 

suppression in specific cultural contexts has the potential to help improve interventions 

targeted at diverse cultural populations. Specific knowledge about the effects of 

emotional suppression among diverse groups of individuals will enable health care 

practitioners to understand more about the vulnerabilities and resiliencies of specific 

groups, which in turn would allow them to make more well-informed and appropriate 

treatment accommodations. It can help define more precisely when the inhibition of 

emotional expression may serve as a risk factor for mental health problems. In this way,

psychological interventions can go beyond simply encouraging expression and take a 

more culturally sensitive perspective toward the management of emotions. This line of 

research is also particularly relevant to cross-cultural interactions. Emotional expression 

is one of the central means to effective interpersonal functioning. Although rarely 

considered, cultural influences on emotional suppression could affect the quality of cross-

cultural communication and contribute to cross-cultural misunderstanding. In general, 

thinking more theoretically about emotional suppression as a phenomenon that occurs 

within a cultural context should help us anticipate when suppression may be beneficial

and when it may be less than optimal.
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