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Culture and emotion regulation
Brett Q Ford and Iris B Mauss

While anthropological research has long emphasized cultural

differences in whether emotions are viewed as beneficial

versus harmful, psychological science has only recently begun

to systematically examine those differences and their

implications for emotion regulation and well-being.

Underscoring the pervasive role of culture in people’s

emotions, we summarize research that has examined links

between culture, emotion regulation, and well-being.

Specifically, we focus on two questions. First, how does culture

lead individuals to regulate their emotions? And second, how

does culture modulate the link between emotion regulation and

well-being? We finish by suggesting directions for future

research to advance the study of culture and emotion

regulation.
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Introduction
Anthropological research has long emphasized cultural

differences in how emotions are viewed, often focusing

on the fundamental distinction of seeing emotions as

beneficial versus harmful [1–3]. Psychological science

has only more recently begun to systematically examine

those differences and their implications for emotion reg-

ulation (i.e., how individuals modify their own emotional

experiences and expressions [4]). In our review, we inte-

grate these two approaches, suggesting that how cultures

view emotions critically shapes whether individuals en-

gage in emotion regulation and whether that emotion

regulation is adaptive [5��].

How does culture influence individuals?
Culture — patterns of historically derived and selected

ideas and their embodiment in institutions, practices, and

artifacts [6] — pervasively influences how individuals

think, feel, and behave. One framework often employed

to characterize this influence focuses on the extent to

which a culture promotes interdependence (where individu-

als define themselves more based on relationships and

prioritize harmony with others) versus independence (where

individuals define themselves more based on unique attri-

butes and prioritize distinguishing themselves from others)

[7]. While these value dimensions represent just one

example of the many values that vary among cultural

groups, we focus on them in the present review because

they are fundamental to how individuals conceive of

themselves and their emotions and thus, have clear links

to emotion regulation. We focus on East Asian heritage

(e.g., Japan or China; Asian Americans) as an example of a

relatively interdependent context, and European heritage

(e.g., northern or western Europe; European-Americans) as

an example of a relatively independent context. We focus

on these groups because interdependence and indepen-

dence have been particularly clearly instantiated within

them and because these groups have dominated the liter-

ature on culture and emotion regulation. We build our

review on the hypothesis that the extent to which a cultural

group promotes independence versus interdependence

entails a particular understanding of the harmfulness of

emotions and, in turn, whether they should be regulated.

Culture shapes whether individuals are
motivated to regulate their emotions
Most fundamentally, culture should influence whether

people are motivated to regulate their emotions. Theo-

retically, because emotions are powerful internal experi-

ences that can both assert someone’s individuality and

potentially disrupt social harmony [8] (e.g., anger can be

used to assert one’s opinion, but it may also make others

uncomfortable), members of interdependent cultures

should be motivated to regulate their emotions more

readily than members of independent cultures [9]. Sup-

porting this basic idea, Asian Americans reported using

emotion regulation more frequently [10] and reported a

stronger preference for emotion regulation (e.g., ‘people in
general should control their emotions more’) compared to

European Americans [11]. Suggesting that these prefer-

ences may translate to actual emotion regulation, Asian

Americans experienced and facially expressed less anger

than European Americans in a standardized laboratory

anger provocation, and this effect of cultural group was

mediated by Asian-Americans’ stronger preferences for

emotion regulation [11]. Thus, initial evidence suggests

that culture shapes the extent to which individuals are

motivated to initiate emotion regulation, and perhaps

whether emotion regulation is likely to take place.

While some research has assessed cultural differences in

the motivation to regulate emotion in general, much of
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the research on cultural differences in emotion regulation

— by a wide margin — has focused on cultural differences

in using the emotion regulation strategy of expressive
suppression. This strategy involves inhibiting the outward

expression of an ongoing emotion and is often assessed

with items like ‘I control my emotions by not expressing them’.

Numerous studies have demonstrated that individuals

from Asian backgrounds (e.g., Hong Kong Chinese, Japa-

nese, and Asian Americans) are more likely to report using

suppression than individuals from European backgrounds

[12–15,16�]. When using countries as the unit of analysis,

samples from countries higher (versus lower) on interde-

pendence (Hong Kong versus Canada) also reported

higher levels of suppression [14�].

Importantly, it is not simply membership in a cultural

group that should shape whether someone is motivated to

regulate their emotions. Rather, it is the extent to which

an individual is oriented toward a particular culture’s

values that should predict their emotion regulation. Con-

sequently, even within a cultural group, engagement in

and sensitivity to one’s cultural context — and the values

embedded in it — should be associated with emotion

regulation. Supporting this idea, the extent to which

Asian American or European American participants

endorsed Asian versus European American cultural

values predicted their use of suppression more strongly

than their cultural group membership [9]. Similarly, Kor-

eans who were more (versus less) genetically sensitive to

their social environments (GG carriers of the oxytocin

receptor polymorphism) were more likely to use suppres-

sion, whereas Americans who were genetically more

(versus less) sensitive to their social environments were

less likely to use suppression [17�]. Overall, it appears that

individuals oriented toward interdependent cultural

values — and not necessarily individuals of a particular

racial or genetic background — are more motivated to

regulate their emotions using suppression, whereas the

reverse is true for individuals oriented toward indepen-

dent cultural values.

Culture shapes whether emotion regulation is
adaptive
The above review suggests that culture shapes whether

individuals are motivated to regulate their emotions.

Once underway, culture may also shape the adaptiveness

of that emotion regulation (i.e., whether emotion regula-

tion is good or bad for a person’s well-being) [18]. Because

culture reinforces behaviors that promote culturally sup-

ported values [5��], behaviors that are consistent with a

culture’s values may become more practiced (and thus

easier to implement) and more socially rewarded, both of

which may lead to greater well-being. Thus, emotion

regulation may be adaptive when it is consistent with

its cultural context, and maladaptive when it is inconsis-

tent. Supporting the notion that culturally consistent

emotion regulation is more positively valued, Chinese

individuals (but not European Americans) associate sup-

pression with interpersonal harmony [19]. On the other

hand, European Americans (but not Chinese individuals)

associate suppression with experiential avoidance [20].

This analysis casts doubt on the all-but-axiomatic view

that suppressing one’s emotions is maladaptive. Suppres-

sion has been associated with worse psychological health

[12,21,22], physical health [23], and social functioning

[16,24]. However, this research either focused on Ameri-

can samples or did not take into consideration partici-

pants’ culture. Our culturally grounded analysis suggests

that in interdependent contexts, suppression is not nec-

essarily maladaptive, and may even be adaptive.

Recent research provides some support for this idea.

Several studies have shown that while suppression is

linked with worse well-being for individuals from inde-

pendent cultural backgrounds, this negative effect is

significantly weaker for individuals from interdependent

cultural backgrounds [9,25,26]. For example, in an exper-

iment where participants were instructed to suppress

their emotions while discussing an upsetting film with

a stranger, suppressors who were relatively higher in

Asian cultural values (versus European values) were

viewed as less hostile by their interaction partners and

were subsequently treated with less hostility from that

partner [9].

In even stronger support of the notion that suppression is

less harmful in interdependent cultural contexts, research

has shown that suppression is linked to worse functioning

for individuals from independent cultural backgrounds

but is unrelated to psychological and social functioning

for individuals from interdependent backgrounds

[15,27,28]. For example, when instructed to suppress their

emotions in response to negative images, European

Americans exhibited a pronounced parietal late positive

potential event-related potential signal — an index of

heightened emotional processing — but an Asian sample

exhibited a significant reduction in this signal and the

signal was completely attenuated within a matter of

seconds [29].

Some evidence suggests that suppression can even be

beneficial for interdependent individuals. During a neg-

ative emotion induction, a stronger preference to regu-

late emotions led to a more adaptive pattern of

physiological responding in Asian-American cultural

contexts, while a stronger preference to regulate emo-

tions led to a maladaptive pattern of physiological

responding in European-American cultural contexts

[30�]. Moreover, individuals who identified as highly

interdependent had higher well-being and relationship

satisfaction when they suppressed negative emotions

during a sacrifice for their romantic partner, while those

who were lower on interdependence reported lower

2 Emotion regulation
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well-being and relationship satisfaction when they

suppressed negative emotions [31�]. Furthermore,

Chinese-American children who used suppression  in

response to peer-induced stressors had better mood,

but only when they were more oriented toward Chinese

(versus American) culture [32].

Of note, some studies found that suppression is equally

harmful for individuals from both interdependent and

independent cultures [16,33]. Overall, then, empirical

research largely supports the hypothesis that suppression

has fewer well-being costs for individuals from interde-

pendent (versus independent) cultures. However, the

precise nature of this effect varies across studies, with

some studies showing less or no costs in interdependent

contexts, some showing benefits of suppression in inter-

dependent contexts, and some showing no moderating

effect of culture on the well-being effects of suppression.

It is unclear exactly what factors account for this pattern

because relatively few studies exist to draw inferences

from. However, most published studies demonstrating an

adaptive (or less maladaptive) side of suppression either

employed an Asian sample or assessed cultural values

directly. Conversely, published studies demonstrating no

moderation by culture compared Asian Americans with

European Americans. This pattern highlights the

nuanced nature of the links between culture, emotion

regulation, and well-being and underscores the impor-

tance of recruiting participants from different countries to

capture subtle effects, or — perhaps more importantly —

directly measuring cultural orientation and values. When

culture is operationalized with precision, there is a robust

pattern such that suppression carries fewer costs for more

interdependent compared to independent individuals.

Conclusions and directions for future
research
The present review summarized recent research suggest-

ing that culture shapes (1) whether individuals are moti-

vated to regulate their emotions and (2) the adaptiveness

of emotion regulation. We believe several directions for

future research are especially promising.

First, given robust cultural differences in preferences for

specific emotions, it is striking that very little research on

cultural differences in emotion regulation has consid-

ered the emotion being targeted. For example, indepen-

dent (versus interdependent) cultures more strongly

value positive emotions (especially high-arousal positive

emotions like excitement [34]) [35–37] and more highly

devalue negative emotions [37,38,39�]. Critically,

valuing an emotion should lead to attempts to increase

that emotion through emotion regulation and devaluing

an emotion should lead to attempts to decrease that

emotion [40]. Thus, the general conclusion that inter-

dependent individuals value emotion regulation more

than independent individuals may need to be qualified

depending on the emotion being targeted.

Second, cross-cultural research has largely focused on an

emotion-regulation strategy that targets emotional behav-

ior (i.e., suppression). This focus may be due to emotional

behavior directly and visibly promoting versus conflicting

with cultural values. But what about other emotion-regu-

lation strategies? A few studies have examined reappraisal

(cognitively re-evaluating an emotional situation to

change its emotional impact). Unlike suppression, the

frequency of using reappraisal largely does not differ

across cultures [12,14�,15,16�,17�,26]. This could be be-

cause reappraisal targets the less visible internal experi-

ence of emotion, and thus reappraisal may be equally

important across cultures as individuals discreetly up-

regulate or down-regulate any culturally valued emotion.

At the same time, some evidence suggests that individu-

als from interdependent cultures may benefit more from

using reappraisal [26], perhaps because adjusting one’s

emotions to the social environment is more important in

this cultural context. The research on reappraisal suggests

that different emotion-regulation strategies likely operate

quite differently in different cultures. More research is

required to understand these differences in a wider range

of emotion-regulation strategies (e.g., social support [41],

attentional focus [42], automatic emotion regulation [43]).

Third, much of the available research has focused on two

dimensions of cultural values (independence and inter-

dependence) and their instantiation in two cultural

groups (Asians and Asian-Americans compared to Euro-

pean Americans). Although there is a strong foundation

for this focus, it will be important to expand this research

to other cultural value systems (e.g., hierarchy [14�],
tradition [44]) and forms of culture [45] (e.g., socioeco-

nomic status [46], region [47]).

Finally, it will be useful to move beyond documenting

that cultural differences exist, and focus on locating

mechanisms behind these cultural differences. How does

culture transmit values that shape emotion regulation and

its outcomes? What are these values? Similarly, what are

the origins of these cultural differences? One recent study

suggests, for example, that China’s regional differences in

agriculture (the requirements of rice versus wheat farm-

ing, specifically) have promoted different cultural values

(interdependence versus independence, respectively),

within different regions of the country [48]. Answering

these questions becomes increasingly important as rising

rates of globalization and multiculturalism shape emotion

regulation and its outcomes across the world.

Acknowledgement

This research was supported by a National Institutes of Health Affective
Science Training Fellowship (5T32MH020006) awarded to B.Q.F.

Culture and Emotion Regulation Ford and Mauss 3

www.sciencedirect.com Current Opinion in Psychology 2015, 3:1–5



Author's personal copy

References and recommended reading
Papers of particular interest, published within the period of review,

have been highlighted as:

� of special interest
�� of outstanding interest

1. Lutz C, White GM: The anthropology of emotions. Annu Rev
Anthropol 1986, 15:405-436.

2. Shweder R: ‘You’re not sick, you’re just in love’: emotion as an
interpretive system. In The Nature of Emotion: Fundamental
Questions. Edited by Ekman P, Davidson RJ. New York: Oxford
University Press; 1994:32-44.

3. Wierzbicka A: Emotion, language, and cultural scripts. In
Emotion and Culture: Empirical Studies of Mutual Influence. Edited
by Kitayama S, Markus HR. Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association; 1994:133-196.

4. Gross JJ: Emotion regulation: conceptual and empirical
foundations. In Handbook of Emotion Regulation, edn 2. Edited
by Gross JJ. New York, NY: The Guilford Press; 2014:3-20.

5.
��

Mesquita B, De Leersnyder J, Albert D: The cultural regulation of
emotions. In Handbook of Emotion Regulation, edn 2. Edited by
Gross JJ. New York, NY: The Guilford Press; 2014:284-304.

This chapter comprehensively reviews a cultural perspective on emotion
regulation, highlighting foundational psychological research and key
anthropological research often ignored by psychological science.

6. Kroeber AL, Kluckholm CK: Culture: A Critical Review of Concepts
and Definitions. New York: Random House; 1952, .

7. Markus HR, Kitayama S: Culture and the self: implications for
cognition, emotion, and motivation. Psychol Rev 1991,
98(2):224-253.

8. Matsumoto D: Cultural similarities and differences in display
rules. Motiv Emotion 1990, 14(3):195-214.

9. Butler EA, Lee TL, Gross JJ: Emotion regulation and culture: are
the social consequences of emotion suppression culture-
specific? Emotion 2007, 7(1):30-48.

10. Gross JJ, Richards JM, John OP: Emotion regulation in everyday
life. In Emotion Regulation in Families: Pathways to Dysfunction and
Health. Edited by Snyder DK, Simpson JA, Hughes JN. Washington,
DC: American Psychological Association; 2006:13-35.

11. Mauss IB et al.: Emotion control values and responding to an
anger-provocation in Asian-American and European-
American individuals. Cogn Emotion 2010, 24(6):1026-1043.

12. Gross JJ, John OP: Individual differences in two emotion
regulation processes: implications for affect, relationships,
and well-being. J Pers Soc Psychol 2003, 85(2):348-362.

13. Matsumoto D: Are cultural differences in emotion regulation
mediated by personality traits? J Cross-Cult Psychol 2006,
37(4):421-437.

14.
�

Matsumoto D, Yoo SH, Nakagawa S: Culture, emotion regulation,
and adjustment. J Pers Soc Psychol 2008, 94(6):925-937.

This empirical paper is unique in its focus on country-level differences in
emotion regulation as a function of country-level characteristics: even
when using countries as the unit of analysis, samples from countries
higher (versus lower) on interdependence (Hong Kong versus Canada)
reported higher levels of suppression.

15. Soto JA et al.: Is expressive suppression always associated
with poorer psychological functioning? A cross-cultural
comparison between European Americans and Hong Kong
Chinese. Emotion 2011, 11(6):1450-1455.

16.
�

English T, John OP: Understanding the social effects of
emotion regulation: the mediating role of authenticity for
individual differences in suppression. Emotion 2013, 13(2):314-
329.

This empirical paper provides support for a mechanism in the link
between suppression and worse well-being outcomes for individuals
from independent cultural backgrounds (i.e., the sense of not being
authentic and true to inner feelings and beliefs). This paper is also an
example of an investigation that did not find evidence for culture mod-
erating the link between suppression and adaptive outcomes.

17.
�

Kim HS et al.: Gene-culture interaction: Oxytocin Receptor
Polymorphism (OXTR) and emotion regulation. Soc Psychol
Pers Sci 2011, 2(6):665-672.

This empirical paper represents the developing field of gene-by-culture
interactions: Koreans who were more (versus less) genetically sensitive to
their social environments (GG carriers of the oxytocin receptor poly-
morphism) were more likely to use suppression, whereas Americans who
were genetically more (versus less) sensitive to their social environments
were less likely to use suppression. This investigation helps clarify the
potential biological underpinnings of cultural differences, and in this case,
suggests that biological sensitivities to culture may be one path through
which culture shapes emotion regulation.

18. Butler EA: Emotion regulation in cultural context: implications
for wellness and health. In Cultural Variations in
Psychopathology: From Research to Practice. Edited by Barnow S,
Balkir N. Hogrefe Publishing; 2012:93-114.

19. Wei M et al.: Suppression and interpersonal harmony: a cross-
cultural comparison between Chinese and European
Americans. J Counsel Psychol 2013, 60(4):625-633.

20. Su JC, Wei M, Tsai H-TT: Running away from unwanted
feelings: culture matters. Cogn Emotion 2014, 28(7):1313-1327.

21. Kashdan TB et al.: Experiential avoidance as a generalized
psychological vulnerability: comparisons with coping and
emotion regulation strategies. Behav Res Ther 2006,
44(9):1301-1320.

22. Aldao A, Nolen-Hoeksema S, Schweizer S: Emotion-regulation
strategies across psychopathology: a meta-analytic review.
Clin Psychol Rev 2010, 30(2):217-237.

23. Mauss IB, Gross JJ: Emotion suppression and cardiovascular
disease: is hiding feelings bad for your heart? In Emotional
Expression and Health: Advances in Theory, Assessment and
Clinical Applications. Edited by Nyklicek I, Temoshok L,
Vingerhoets A. New York: Brunner-Routledge; 2004:61-81.

24. Srivastava S et al.: The social costs of emotional suppression: a
prospective study of the transition to college. J Pers Soc
Psychol 2009, 96(4):883-897.

25. Cheung RY, Park IJK: Anger suppression, interdependent self-
construal, and depression among Asian American and
European American college students. Cult Divers Ethnic Minor
Psychol 2010, 16(4):517-525.

26. Kwon H et al.: Cultural and gender differences in emotion
regulation: relation to depression. Cogn Emotion 2013,
27(5):769-782.

27. Lee E et al.: Is emotion suppression that bad? Comparing the
emotion suppression and subjective well-being link in two
cultures. Korean J Soc Pers Psychol 2009, 23(1):131-146.

28. Su JC, Lee RM, Oishi S: The role of culture and self-construal in
the link between expressive suppression and depressive
symptoms. J Cross-Cult Psychol 2012, 44(2):316-331.

29. Murata A, Moser JS, Kitayama S: Culture shapes electrocortical
responses during emotion suppression. Soc Cogn Affect
Neurosci 2013, 8(5):595-601.

30.
�

Mauss IB, Butler EA: Cultural context moderates the
relationship between emotion control values and
cardiovascular challenge versus threat responses. Biol
Psychol 2010, 84(3):521-530.

This empirical paper illustrates that culture moderates the link between
emotion regulation and adaptive outcomes: in response to an experi-
mental anger provocation, Asian Americans who were more motivated to
control their emotions showed a ‘challenge’ pattern of physiological
responding characteristic of healthy physiological responding, whereas
European Americans who were more motivated to control their emotions
showed a ‘threat’ pattern of physiological responding more characteristic
of harmful physiological responding.

31.
�

Le BM, Impett EA: When holding back helps: suppressing
negative emotions during sacrifice feels authentic and is
beneficial for highly interdependent people. Psychol Sci 2013,
24(9):1809-1815.

This empirical paper highlights the importance of both assessing within-
culture variation in cultural values and assessing potential mechanisms in
the link between cultural differences and outcomes, rather than simply
documenting a cultural difference: whereas individuals who identified as

4 Emotion regulation

Current Opinion in Psychology 2015, 3:1–5 www.sciencedirect.com



Author's personal copy

highly interdependent had higher well-being and relationship satisfaction
when they suppressed negative emotions more (versus less) during a
sacrifice for their romantic partner, those who were lower on interdepen-
dence reported lower well-being and relationship satisfaction when they
suppressed their negative emotions, and these cultural differences were
accounted for by differences in feelings of authenticity.

32. Huang K, Leong FTL: Coping with peer stressors and
associated dysphoria: acculturation differences among
Chinese-American children. Couns Psychol Q 1994, 7(1):53-60.

33. Roberts NA, Levenson RW, Gross JJ: Cardiovascular costs of
emotion suppression cross ethnic lines. Int J Psychophysiol
2008, 70(1):82-87.

34. Tsai JL, Knutson B, Fung HH: Cultural variation in affect
valuation. J Pers Soc Psychol 2006, 90(2):288-307.

35. Joshanloo M et al.: Cross-cultural validation of fear of
happiness scale across 14 national groups. J Cross-Cult
Psychol 2013, 45(2):246-264.

36. Miyamoto Y, Ma X: Dampening or savoring positive emotions: a
dialectical cultural script guides emotion regulation. Emotion
2011, 11(6):1346-1357.

37. Miyamoto Y, Ma X, Petermann AG: Cultural differences in
hedonic emotion regulation after a negative event. Emotion
2014, 14(4):804-815.

38. Chentsova-Dutton YE, Tsai JL: Self-focused attention and
emotional reactivity: the role of culture. J Pers Soc Psychol
2010, 98(3):507-519.

39.
�

Koopmann-Holm B, Tsai JL: Focusing on the negative: cultural
differences in expressions of sympathy. J Pers Soc Psychol
2014, 107(6):1092-1115 (in press).

This empirical paper represents a relatively small but crucially important
literature on the objects and artifacts embedded in our cultures that serve
both as an instantiation and a mechanism of culturally supported values:

mass-produced American condolence cards were more likely to express
negative emotion avoidance (‘hold onto hope’), compared to German
cards (‘sharing your sorrow’), reflecting that Americans are particularly
likely to want to reduce their experience of negative emotions.

40. Tamir M, Mauss IB: Social cognitive factors in emotion
regulation: implications for well-being. In Emotion Regulation
and Well-Being. Edited by Nyklicek AVI, Zeelenberg M, Denollet J.
Springer; 2011:31-47.

41. Kim HS, Sherman DK, Taylor SE: Culture and social support. Am
Psychologist 2008, 63(6):518-526.

42. Masuda T et al.: Placing the face in context: cultural differences
in the perception of facial emotion. J Pers Soc Psychol 2008,
94(3):365-381.

43. Mauss IB, Bunge SA, Gross JJ: Culture and automatic emotion
regulation. In Regulating Emotions: Culture, Social Necessity and
Biological Inheritance. Edited by Ismer S et al.: London: Blackwell
Publishing; 2008:39-60.

44. Bardi A, Schwartz SH: Values and behavior: strength and
structure of relations. Pers Soc Psychol Bull 2003, 29(10):1207-
1220.

45. Cohen AB: Many forms of culture. Am Psychol 2009, 64(3):194-
204.

46. Snibbe AC, Markus HR: You can’t always get what you want:
educational attainment, agency, and choice. J Pers Soc
Psychol 2005, 88(4):703-720.

47. Cohen D et al.: Insult, aggression, and the southern culture of
honor: an ‘experimental ethnography’. J Pers Soc Psychol 1996,
70(5):945-960.

48. Talhelm T et al.: Large-scale psychological differences within
China explained by rice versus wheat agriculture. Science
2014, 344:603-608.

Culture and Emotion Regulation Ford and Mauss 5

www.sciencedirect.com Current Opinion in Psychology 2015, 3:1–5




