Emotion Regulation and the Quality of Social
Interaction: Does the Ability to Evaluate Emotional
Situations and Identify Effective Responses Matter?

Paulo N. Lopes,! John B. Nezlek,? Natalio Extremera,®
Janine Hertel, Pablo Ferndndez-Berrocal,® Astrid Schiitz,*
and Peter Salovey®
!Catholic University of Portugal
’College of William and Mary, USA
3University of Mdlaga, Spain
‘Chemnitz University of Technology, Germany
Yale University, USA

ABSTRACT  We examined self and friends’ ratings of social relationship
quality and everyday social interactions in 3 studies involving 544 college
students in Germany, Spain, and the United States. Scores on a situational
judgment test measuring strategic emotion regulation ability (SERA) were
negatively related to conflict with others. SERA was more consistently and
strongly related to conflict with others than to the positive dimension of
relationship quality (support, companionship, and nurturance). The rela-
tionship between SERA and conflict was generally not mediated by trait
positive or negative affect, and it remained significant or marginally signifi-
cant controlling for the Big Five personality traits. These findings highlight
the importance of the ability to evaluate emotional situations and identify
effective responses to these in interpersonal emotion regulation. Further-
more, they suggest that situational judgment and flexible response selection
may help people to manage conflicts more than to bond with others.

This article examines how the ability to evaluate emotional situa-
tions and identify effective response strategies to manage these
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situations is related to the quality of interpersonal relationships and
social interaction. We view this dimension of emotion regulation as
an important aspect of people’s capacity to manage emotions in
themselves and in others, integrating emotion and cognition. In prior
research based on Mayer and Salovey’s (1997; Salovey & Mayer,
1990) model of emotional intelligence, this ability has generally been
labeled simply as “‘emotion regulation” or ““‘managing emotions.” To
distinguish it from other conceptualizations and measures of emo-
tional regulation, and because this ability entails using one’s knowl-
edge and intelligence to evaluate emotional situations and decide
how to act or respond, we will refer to it as “‘strategic emotion
regulation.” We acknowledge that there are other valid ways of
conceptualizing and defining emotional regulation (e.g., Gross,
1998b). Nonetheless, we think that this dimension of emotion
regulation ability merits specific attention.

Functional perspectives on emotion suggest that affective re-
sponses help individuals to adapt to and navigate the social envi-
ronment. Emotions can guide thinking and motivate action (e.g.,
Frijda, 1988; Isen, 1987), and they convey information about peo-
ple’s thoughts and intentions (Ekman, 2003). They facilitate com-
munication and help to coordinate social encounters through
emotional contagion, social appraisal, and interpersonal reinforce-
ment (Keltner & Haidt, 2001; Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead,
2005). Nevertheless, there are times when emotions need to be reg-
ulated. For example, when furious, people may say and do things
they later regret, damaging relationships. Intense emotions can un-
dermine rational decision making by interrupting complex informa-
tion processing or triggering counterproductive automatic responses
(Simon, 1967). Emotions can also bias interpretations of ambiguous
situations and risk judgments, leading to poor decisions (Lerner &
Tiedens, 2006).

Converging evidence from several lines of research suggests that
emotional balance and regulation are associated with the quality and
stability of social relationships (e.g., Caspi, 2000; Eisenberg, Fabes,
Guthrie, & Reiser, 2000; Kagan, 1998). Children who display more
intense negative emotions and have difficulties regulating them in-
teract less competently with peers than better-regulated counterparts
(e.g., Eisenberg & Fabes, 1999; Eisenberg et al., 1993). People like to
interact with individuals who experience and express positive affect
(Harker & Keltner, 2001; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005) and
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avoid those who experience and express negative emotions persis-
tently (Furr & Funder, 1998). Effective conflict management also
requires emotion regulation (Mischel & DeSmet, 2000). In conflict
situations, emotional arousal from repeated provocations (Zillmann,
1993) can cause people to vent anger and reciprocate destructive
behavior, which in turn increases the probability of escalation in
conflicts (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998). Last but not least, individuals
may be ostracized if they do not modulate their emotional responses
in accordance with prevailing feeling and display rules (Eid & Die-
ner, 2001; Ekman, 2003).

The ability to regulate emotions in the self and in others is con-
sidered to be a crucial dimension of emotional intelligence. The abil-
ity model of emotional intelligence proposed by Mayer and Salovey
(1997; Salovey & Mayer, 1990) emphasizes the importance of inte-
grating emotion and cognition to adapt to life circumstances, to
make sound decisions, and to attain personal goals. In this model,
emotional abilities involve the capacity to use reasoning and prior
knowledge to process emotional information.

Gross (1998b, p. 275) defined emotion regulation as a dynamic
process “‘by which individuals influence which emotions they have,
when they have them, and how they experience and express these
emotions.” People differ in their ability to identify effective regula-
tion strategies, access these strategies, and use them flexibly (e.g.,
Cole, Michel, & Teti, 1994; Thompson, 1994), and individual differ-
ences in this ability are thought to influence adaptation in various life
domains. There is evidence that antecedent-focused emotion regu-
lation, which takes effect before an individual becomes fully aroused,
is more effective than response-focused emotion regulation, which
seeks to modulate emotional expression or behavior when an indi-
vidual is already experiencing emotional arousal (Gross, 1998a,
1998Db). Strategic emotion regulation, as defined above, encompasses
two key dimensions of antecedent-focused regulation: the way peo-
ple evaluate emotional situations (appraisal) and identify responses
to influence these situations (situation modification).

Although the social information-processing model (revised by
Crick & Dodge, 1994) emphasizes cognition rather than emotion, the
findings from this line of research are relevant for our purposes. In
particular, this research suggests that social maladjustment often
stems from biases in the interpretation of ambiguous social situa-
tions and deficits in the selection of appropriate responses (see review
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by Crick & Dodge). For example, aggressive and socially rejected
children and adolescents often tend to attribute hostile intent to
others in ambiguous situations, believe that the best way to respond
to provocation is to strike back, have a limited response repertoire,
and fail to consider alternative response strategies. This body of
theory and research thus supports our focus on situation evaluation
and response identification because it, too, emphasizes individuals’
appraisals of social situations and the planning of responses.

Research Using Ability Measures of Emotion Regulation

The proponents of the ability model of emotional intelligence have
argued that emotional abilities should be measured using ability tests
that require respondents to solve problems, rather than using self-
report questionnaires or other measures that mix personality traits,
motivation, and skills (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2008). Research
using ability tests developed by these authors (e.g., the MSCEIT;
Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2002; Mayer, Salovey, Caruso, & Sitar-
enios, 2003) has yielded evidence that emotional intelligence is as-
sociated with positive outcomes in the realm of social interaction
(reviewed by Mayer, Roberts, & Barsade, 2008). However, most
studies reported to date examined a single global score for emotional
intelligence, rather than separate scores for emotion regulation and
other abilities. Although the four abilities encompassed by Mayer
and Salovey’s (1997) model can be thought to represent a general
factor of emotional intelligence (Mayer et al., 2003), this is not a
highly cohesive domain of ability. In fact, correlations between emo-
tion regulation ability and the other three dimensions range from .32
to .51 (Mayer et al., 2002), suggesting that it might be useful to
consider emotion regulation as a distinct ability.

One section of the MSCEIT measures strategic emotion regula-
tion ability (SERA) by asking respondents to identify effective strat-
egies for managing emotions in self and others in various situations
depicted in brief vignettes. This measure, used in the present studies,
is similar to other situational judgment tests in that it reflects judg-
ment or the ability to evaluate situations as well as knowledge
(Weekley & Ployhart, 2006), and different insofar as it focuses on
managing emotional situations. It is likely to tap into conscious
strategy selection processes more so than automatic processes
of emotion regulation operating below conscious awareness (e.g.,
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Bargh & Williams, 2007). Higher scores on this measure were asso-
ciated with less conflict and antagonism among friends (Lopes et al.,
2004, Study 1) and with higher peer ratings of interpersonal sensi-
tivity and prosocial tendencies (Lopes, Salovey, Coté, & Beers,
2005)—even after controlling for the Big Five personality traits.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Distinct forms of emotion regulation may influence different dimen-
sions of social relationship quality. In the present studies, we exam-
ined two dimensions of relationship quality—a positive dimension,
encompassing warmth, nurturance, companionship, and intimacy;
and a negative dimension, encompassing conflict, tension, and an-
tagonism—Dbecause these have been found to represent different fac-
tors (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). We hypothesized that strategic
emotion regulation, which draws upon knowledge and cognition,
may help people to preempt fruitless conflict or attenuate the neg-
ative impact of personal antagonisms more than it helps to enhance
the positive dimension of relationship quality, which reflects social
bonding and the shared experience of positive emotions. This positive
dimension may be influenced more by personality characteristics (such
as cheerfulness, extraversion, and emotional expressiveness) and au-
tomatic processes of emotion regulation (such as automatic deploy-
ment of attention to positive stimuli and automatic appraisal of events
in a positive light) that amplify the experience and expression of posi-
tive affect and enhance empathy.

Emotion regulation can influence the quality of social interaction
in at least two ways. More directly, people can modify the (emo-
tional and social) situation or interaction, attenuating conflict and
managing others’ emotions directly, independently of one’s own
affect. More indirectly, people can enhance their own affective ex-
perience, which then influences others’ affective experience and the
emotional tone of the interaction, engendering sociability and pos-
itive responses from others through emotional contagion, social ap-
praisal, and interpersonal reinforcement in a positive feedback loop
(Parkinson et al., 2005). We reasoned that strategic emotion regu-
lation influences the quality of social relationships by modifying the
emotional and social interaction and modulating others’ emotions
directly, rather than indirectly through the emotional contagion
of one’s own affect. To evaluate to what extent the latter indirect
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process is important, we examined whether participants’ own affect
mediated zero-order relationships between SERA and the quality
of social relationships. These analyses were intended to further our
understanding of strategic emotion regulation and to clarify impli-
cations for intervention in the realm of emotional skills training.

To determine whether a construct such as SERA is useful, it is
important to ascertain whether it explains variance in criteria over
and above well-established constructs. To evaluate the incremental
validity of SERA and possible third variable effects, we included the
Big Five personality traits in all studies. The Big Five provide a
broad map of intrapersonal and interpersonal functioning reflecting
emotional reactivity and self-regulation (Larsen, 2000). Extraversion
is associated with trait positive affect and social dominance, Neu-
roticism with trait negative affect, and Agreeableness with low hos-
tility. Controlling for the Big Five therefore represents a stringent
test of incremental validity. Because scores on the situational judg-
ment test used in these studies reflect the extent to which respondents
agree with experts, in Study 1 we also examined whether the effects
of SERA could be explained by socially desirable responding. Con-
sidering that a situational judgment test of emotion regulation re-
quires reading comprehension, and although SERA has been found
to correlate only weakly with indicators of cognitive ability among
college students (e.g., Lopes et al., 2005), in Study 3 we controlled
for verbal ability to address concerns that effects might be due to
overlap with this indicator of general cognitive aptitude.

There are gender differences in emotional abilities (LaFrance &
Banaji, 1992; Shields, 2002), and some studies suggest that emotional
intelligence is related more strongly to social adjustment for men
than it is for women (e.g., Brackett, Mayer, & Warner, 2004). There-
fore, we examined whether gender moderates relationships between
SERA and the quality of social interaction in the present studies. We
also controlled for age (despite restriction of range among our par-
ticipants) because people are thought to develop emotional skills
through learning and experience.

The few studies conducted to date that have found relationships
between SERA and the quality of social interaction have relied
mostly on North American samples, raising concerns that findings
might not generalize to other nations and cultures. Lopes et al.
(2004; Study 2) examined such a relationship in a German sample,
but the findings did not apply to all types of social interaction. It is
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therefore important to investigate further the link between SERA
and social interaction outside North America. The present studies,
based on German, Spanish, and American samples, were not de-
signed to test hypotheses about broad cultural differences per se and
can provide only a limited test of cross-cultural validity. Nonethe-
less, at the least, they can enhance our confidence that findings
generalize to other Western nations.

In fact, Germany, Spain, and the United States differ in terms of
important cultural dimensions such as individualism versus collectiv-
ism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity versus
femininity (by 1 to 1.8 standard deviations, based on a sample of na-
tions from five continents; Hofstede, 2001). For example, Americans
are more individualistic than Germans, who in turn are more indi-
vidualistic than Spaniards. Germans and Americans also score lower
on power distance than Spaniards (see also Hofstede & McCrae,
2004). Such differences can influence the way people manage their
own and others’ emotions and react to tense interpersonal situations.
For example, being assertive, direct, and upfront when standing up
for one’s rights may be deemed more acceptable in individualistic
than in collectivistic cultures (Morris, Podolny, & Ariel, 2001).

Overview of the Three Studies

We examined relationships between SERA, measured with the
MSCEIT, and the quality of social interaction or social relation-
ships in three countries: Germany, Spain, and the United States. In
the first two studies we collected trait measures of social relationship
quality, and in the final study we measured the quality of social in-
teraction and affect through daily reports. In all three studies, we
examined whether relationships between SERA and the quality of so-
cial interaction were mediated by affect. As indicators of the quality of
social interaction, we investigated friendship quality in the first two
studies and the quality of everyday social encounters in the third study.
Having good friends is related to well-being, adjustment, and satisfac-
tion with life, and also predicts how individuals develop over time (e.g.,
Hartup & Stevens, 1997; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Ryff, 1989). Good
friendships are associated with instrumental and emotional support,
trust, understanding, intimate communication, and closeness. More-
over, friendships are important in both personal and work realms,
as having friends at work has been associated with job satisfaction
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(Winstead, Derlega, & Montgomery, 1995) and can be considered a
form of social capital (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). We measured both
positive and negative dimensions of friendship quality (social support
and conflict) because these have been found to represent two distinct
factors (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). To reduce our reliance on self-
report measures, we collected data from participants and their friends.
The third study examined the quality of everyday social encounters
involving friends and other people, so as to consider social interaction
more broadly and not limit our investigation to friendship.

STUDY 1

In the first study, we examined the following hypotheses and re-
search questions. First, we expected that SERA would be positively
related to indicators of friendship quality, particularly to indicators
of conflict and antagonism with friends. Second, we expected that
this relationship would remain significant after controlling for age,
the Big Five personality traits, and socially desirable responding.
Third, we examined whether the relationship between SERA and
friendship quality was mediated by trait positive and negative affect.

Method

Participants

Participants were 177 first-year German students (115 women and 62
men) enrolled in an introductory course in personality psychology at
Chemnitz University of Technology in Germany. Ages ranged from 18 to
41 years (M. = 22.04, SD = 3.95).

Measures

The present study focused on the following measures, drawn from a data
set that included additional scales for separate studies. All measures that
were translated into German for this study were also back-translated into
English by a different translator so that the quality of the translation
could be assessed.

Demographics. Participants reported age and gender.

Strategic emotion regulation ability. SERA was measured with the
emotion regulation subscale (Branch 4) of the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso
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Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT V.2.0; Mayer et al., 2002). This
measure asks respondents to rate the effectiveness of different strategies
for dealing with emotionally challenging intrapersonal and interpersonal
situations depicted in eight brief vignettes. It includes 29 items, using a
1 (very ineffective) to 5 (very effective) response format. We used the
German version of the test (Schiitz, Hertel, & Schroder, 2002). The full
MSCEIT assesses the four abilities composing emotional intelligence as
defined by Mayer and Salovey (1997): perceiving emotions in self and
others, using emotions to facilitate thought, understanding emotional in-
formation, and regulating emotions in self and others.

MSCEIT scores are standardized based on consensus or expert norms
(M =100, SD = 15, split-half reliability = .81 for the normative sample).
Expert scores reflect the agreement between a participant’s responses and
those provided by a sample of 21 experts (i.e., researchers) on emotion.
For example, if a participant answers “A”” and 21% of the expert sample
also chose that response option, the participant earns a score of .21 for
that item. Consensus scores reflect the degree of agreement between a
participant’s responses and those provided by a normative sample of
more than 5,000 people from various nations (mostly North American).
The two scoring methods correlate highly (Mayer et al., 2003; r = .89 for
emotion regulation in the present sample). In this study we used expert
norms because they may be less susceptible to cultural bias, and the expert
panel was more internationally diverse than the normative sample. In
the present sample, the split-half reliability of this scale (corrected by
the Spearman-Brown formula) was .65, and the mean score was 93.8
(SD =17.73).

The vignettes used to measure intrapersonal regulation concern pre-
serving one’s own good mood, managing anger following an unfair pro-
motion decision, and managing anxiety about financial difficulties,
among other issues. The vignettes used to measure interpersonal regula-
tion concern maintaining a good relationship with a work colleague who
is leaving, dealing with a teacher who is not doing enough to help one’s
son make progress in school, and maintaining good relationships with
friends when one feels happy and proud about one’s life and achieve-
ments. Both sets of vignettes describe emotional states and suggest the
challenge involved in managing these. Additional information and sample
items appear in Lopes et al. (2005) and Mayer et al. (2003).

Friendship quality. Friendship quality was measured with an abridged
version of the Network of Relationships Inventory (NRI; Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985). The full measure consists of 30 items assessing three
dimensions: social support, conflict and antagonism, and power imbal-
ance. Given our hypotheses and time constraints, participants answered
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13 items (7 for social support and 6 for conflict and antagonism) about
their relationship with each of three friends. Respondents used a 9-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). The social
support scale, henceforth labeled “supportive friendships’ or “positive
interaction with friends,” included items such as ‘“how much does your
friend really care about you?” and “how much do you talk about every-
thing with your friend?” (M =7.04, SD =0.73, « = .84). The scale mea-
suring conflict and antagonism included items such as “how much do you
and your friend get upset with or mad at each other?”” and ““how much do
you and your friend argue with each other?” (M =3.00, SD=1.07,
o =.90). Each friend completed the same measure about his or her rela-
tionship with the participant (for support, M = 6.87, SD = 0.70, o = .84;
for conflict, M =2.90, SD = 0.86, o = .88). We also measured the dura-
tion and perceived importance of these friendships and contact frequency.

Personality traits. The revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R;
Costa & McCrae, 1992; German version by Ostendorf & Angleitner,
2004) consists of 240 items and uses a 5-point Likert-type scale anchored
at 0 (totally disagree) and 4 (totally agree) to assess the Big Five model of
personality: Neuroticism (M =1.94, SD =0.51, o =.94), Extraversion
(M=2.37, SD=0.44, o= .91), Openness (M =2.57, SD =0.37, o = .88),
Agreeableness (M =2.34, SD=0.38, «=.89), Conscientiousness (M =
2.37, SD = 0.44, o = .93).

Trait positive affect was measured with the positive emotions subscale of
the NEO-PI-R (M =2.76, SD =0.68, o« = .83). Trait negative affect was
measured by averaging the 32 items included in the anxiety, depression,
angry hostility, and vulnerability to stress subscales of the NEO-PI-R neu-
roticism factor (M = 1.82, SD =0.59, oo = .94).

Socially desirable responding. The Balanced Inventory of Desirable Re-
sponding (BIDR; Paulhus, 1994; German version by Musch, Brockhaus,
& Broder, 2002) includes two 10-item subscales (response format:
1 = strongly disagree to 7= strongly agree). Self-deceptive enhancement
measures positively biased self-descriptions that participants believe to be
accurate (e.g., “my first impressions of people usually turn out to be
right”; M =4.15, SD =0.75, o = .71). Impression management measures
people’s tendency to misrepresent themselves deliberately to others (e.g.,
“I never swear”; M = 3.65, SD =0.95, a =.72).

Procedure

Participants received partial course credit for participating in the study.
They took the MSCEIT in a group setting and completed a battery of
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self-report measures at home. They were instructed to ask three good
friends (whom they had known for at least 6 months and with whom they
did not have a romantic relationship) to rate them on measures of friend-
ship quality. Friends returned the questionnaires in sealed envelopes
either by mail or through the participants.

Resulis

Preliminary Analyses

Each participant was asked to obtain ratings from three friends
(N =531; 62% female, 38% male; mean age 23.4 years, SD = 6.6).
Participants reported that they had been friends with these infor-
mants for an average of 6.3 years (SD = 4.2). They also reported that
these friendships were important to them (M =8.1, SD=1.1,ona 1-
9 scale anchored at 1 = not important at all and 9 = very important)
and that they met these friends quite often (M = 6.7, SD=1.7, on a
1-9 scale anchored at 1 = very seldom and 9 = very often). This sug-
gests that the informants knew the participants well.

There was partial agreement between friends’ ratings of relation-
ship quality (intraclass correlations were .29 for NRI social support,
.27 for NRI conflict, both ps<.01). Friends’ ratings (aggregated
across three informants) correlated strongly with participants’ self
ratings: r = .51 for social support and .48 for conflict (both ps<.01),
which further suggests that friends’ ratings are meaningful. Prelim-
inary analyses revealed that measures of conflict with friends were
significantly skewed. To attenuate skewness, these were transformed
by taking the base-10 logarithm.

Strategic Emotion Regulation Ability and Friendship Quality

Relationships between SERA and self-report indicators of friendship
quality were examined with multiple regression analyses that in-
cluded SERA (standardized), gender (coded female =0, male = 1),
and the interaction of SERA and gender as independent variables.
The top part of Table 1 shows standardized coefficients for the cor-
responding three effects.

Relationships between SERA and friends’ perceptions of friend-
ship quality were examined using a series of multilevel models
(HLM, Version 6.06; Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, Congdon, &
du Toit, 2004). These models were the functional equivalent of
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Table 1
Study 1 (Germany): Relationships Between Emotion Regulation
Ability and Indicators of Friendship Quality

Main Effect Main Effect Interaction
SERA Gender SERA x Gender

Self-Perceptions of Friendship Quality (OLS Regression)

Positive interaction with friends 11 —.16* —.15
Conflict with friends — 25%* .06 .04
Friends’ Perceptions of Friendship Quality ( Multilevel Analyses)
Positive interaction with friends —.05 .03 —.01
Conflict with friends —.05 —.16 —.19%

Note. N=114 to 115 women, due to missing data, and 62 men. SERA = strategic
emotion regulation ability. Gender was coded female = 0, male = 1. For ease of in-
terpretation, all variables except gender were standardized prior to analyses. We
report standardized coefficients for OLS regression and unstandardized coefficients
of fixed effects for multilevel analyses.

*n<.05. ®¥p<.01.

conducting a multiple regression with the average of the friends’
ratings as a dependent measure. In these analyses, friends’ ratings
were nested within individuals. At Level 1, the dependent variable
(DV) was modeled as a function of an intercept (the average rating
for each participant) and a random error term:

Yij = Boj + Tij

The Level 1 intercept for each person was then modeled at Level 2
as a function of SERA, gender, the interaction of SERA and gender,
and a random error term:

Boj = Yoo +Yo1 * SERA+vq, *Gender+7(; *(SERA+Gender) +uy;

To facilitate the interpretation of results, all variables except gen-
der were standardized prior to multilevel analyses (because these do
not yield standardized coefficients). The results of these analyses are
summarized in the bottom part of Table 1, which shows the fixed
effects representing regression slopes Vo1, Yoz, and vyo3. Where the
interaction between SERA and gender was significant (as for friends’
ratings of conflict), we estimated simple slopes for women and men
following the recommendations of Aiken and West (1991). Other-
wise we focused on the main effect of SERA.
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As can be seen from Table 1, SERA was negatively related to self-
reported conflict with friends. The relationship between SERA and
friends’ ratings of conflict differed for men and women, and the
analysis of simple slopes indicated that it was statistically significant
for men only (y,, = — .23, t = 3.46, p<.01).

Mediation

To investigate mediation, we followed the four steps proposed by
Baron and Kenny (1986) in all three studies. Mediation entails sig-
nificant relationships between (1) SERA and the DV, (2) SERA and
the mediator, and (3) the mediator and the DV. Furthermore, me-
diation entails (4) a significant reduction in the relationship between
SERA and the DV when the mediator is entered as a control vari-
able. We considered that the first condition was met if the main effect
of SERA was significant, or if the interaction between SERA
and gender as well as the simple slope for men or women were sig-
nificant. We considered that the second and third conditions were
fulfilled if those relationships were significant (for the relevant gen-
der, if the interaction between SERA and gender was significant).
The fourth condition was evaluated by adding the mediator to the
regression model used for the previous set of analyses (where the
relationship between SERA and the DV was moderated by gender)
and examining the reduction in the regression coefficient using the
Sobel test.

Based on this procedure, the significant relationships between
SERA and conflict with friends identified in Study 1 were not me-
diated by positive or negative trait affect. Let us consider first the
relationship between SERA and self-rated conflict with friends. Me-
diation by negative affect failed in Step 2: SERA was unrelated to
trait negative affect (B = — .07, ns, in regression moderated by gen-
der). Thus, in Step 4, controlling trait negative affect did not reduce
the relationship between SERA and self-reported conflict substan-
tially (B dropped from —.25 to — .24, ps<.01; Sobel z=.72, ns).
Mediation by positive affect failed in Steps 2 and 3: SERA was only
marginally related to trait positive affect (B = .16, p<.10), and trait
positive affect was unrelated to self-rated conflict with friends.
Thus, in Step 4, controlling trait positive affect did not reduce the
relationship between SERA and self-reported conflict either (once
again, B dropped from —.25to — .24, ps<.01).
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Now consider the relationship found between SERA and friends’
ratings of conflict among men. Mediation by trait negative affect
failed in Step 3 because this construct was not significantly related to
friends’ ratings of conflict among men. Thus, in Step 4, controlling
trait negative affect did not reduce the relationship between SERA
and friends’ ratings of conflict among men (y9; = — .23 unchanged,
p<.01). With regard to mediation by trait positive affect, Conditions
2 and 3 were satisfied for men. Nonetheless, in Step 4, controlling
trait positive affect did not reduce the relationship between SERA
and friends’ ratings of conflict among men appreciably (yq; dropped
from —.23 to —.22, ps<.01).

Incremental Validity

We used OLS and multilevel regression analyses to examine whether
SERA explained significant variance in indicators of friendship quality,
controlling for age, the Big Five, and socially desirable responding
(self-deceptive enhancement and impression management). The relation-
ship between SERA and self-rated conflict with friends remained sig-
nificant (B = — .21, 1 =2.48, p<.05). SERA also remained a significant
predictor of friends’ ratings of conflict among men (y = — .16, 1 =2.35,
p<.05).

Discussion

SERA was significantly and negatively related to indicators of con-
flict with friends but not to the positive dimension of friendship
quality. This supports our argument that the strategic dimension
of emotion regulation may influence conflict and antagonism more
than it influences the positive aspects of social relationship
quality. SERA was negatively related to self-perceived conflict
with friends and to friends’ ratings of conflict (among men). These
relationships were not mediated by participants’ own trait positive
and negative affect. Although these findings do not establish
causality, they suggest that SERA influences conflict and antago-
nism by modifying the emotional and social interaction and modu-
lating others’ emotions rather than through the contagion of one’s
own affect.

Relationships between SERA and indicators of friendship quality
remained significant after controlling for age, the Big Five personality
traits, and socially desirable responding. This suggests that the effect
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of SERA on conflict cannot be explained by overlap with relevant
interpersonal characteristics such as Agreeableness or social domi-
nance and assertiveness (aspects of Extraversion). From a practical
perspective, it is important to know that SERA explains variance in
important aspects of social adaptation over and above established
personality constructs. The fact that the effects observed here could
not be explained by socially desirable responding attenuates con-
cerns about the use of a situational judgment test that measures the
degree of agreement between respondents’ judgments of how to reg-
ulate emotions and expert judgments.

Although relationships between SERA and indicators of friend-
ship quality were not strong (explaining about 5% of the variance in
outcomes), a review of 125 meta-analyses indicates that small effects
should be expected when outcomes are influenced by numerous fac-
tors (Meyer et al., 2001). Small effects may also be due to measure-
ment issues, such as the modest reliability of MSCEIT emotion
regulation ability found in the present study, restriction of range in
ratings of friendship quality (e.g., 54.2% of self-ratings of positive
interaction with friends lay between 7 and 9 on a 1-9 scale), and low
inter-rater agreement among friends. Nonetheless, this study yielded
evidence of the criterion and incremental validity of a situational
judgment test of emotion regulation.

STUDY 2

Study 2 was designed to replicate and extend the results of Study 1 in
Spain. We examined the same hypotheses and research question,
obtained a larger sample, and administered some different measures
(positive relations with others and trait affect).

Method
Participants

Participants were 314 fourth-year psychology students (255 women, 59
men) at the University of Malaga. They were White/Caucasian and Span-
ish, with a mean age of 22.4 years (SD = 3.7).

Measures and Procedure

The data for the present study were drawn from a larger data set that
included additional measures for different research purposes. Data were
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collected in two waves, using partially overlapping sets of questionnaires;
53.5% of participants completed the study in Wave 1 and the remainder
in Wave 2. To measure friendship quality and SERA, we used the same
measures as in Study 1 in both waves. For the Big Five, different scales
were administered in the two waves of data collection, and therefore we
standardized scores within wave of data collection. The present study also
included self-report measures of trait affect and of the overall quality of
social relationships that were not used in Study 1.

All participants completed a battery of tests and questionnaires over
three classes of a 4th-year psychology course. Scales that had not been
previously validated in Spain were translated into Spanish and then back-
translated into English by an independent translator. Participation was
voluntary and anonymous. Participants were also asked to obtain ratings
of friendship quality and other measures from three good friends (whom
they had known for at least 6 months and with whom they did not have a
romantic relationship). Friends returned the questionnaires to the inves-
tigators in sealed envelopes, either by mail or through the participants.
All participants received partial course credit and were entered into a
raffle of 20-euro vouchers.

Demographics. Participants reported age and gender.

Strategic emotion regulation ability. As in Study 1, we administered the
Emotion Regulation subscale of the MSCEIT (Spanish version by Ex-
tremera, Fernandez-Berrocal, & Salovey, 2006; M = 96.31, SD = 11.54).
The authors of the Spanish version reported a split-half reliability of .81
for scores on this branch, based on expert norms and a sample of 946
Spanish individuals. In the present sample, split-half reliability (corrected
by the Spearman-Brown formula) was .59 for expert scores.

Quality of social relationships. Participants rated the quality of their re-
lationship with each of three friends (with whom they were not romantically
involved) using an 18-item version of the Network of Relationships Inven-
tory (NRI; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). These ratings were aggregated
across targets, yielding indicators of self-perceived social support (M = 7.42,
SD =0.89, o = .88) and conflict/antagonism (M = 2.73, SD = 1.64, o = .94).
As in Study 1, we also obtained friends’ ratings on this measure (social
support M =7.10, SD=0.95 «=.93; conflict M =249, SD=1.05,
a=.91). In Wave 2 we also measured general satisfaction with social rela-
tionships using the Positive Relations with Others subscale of Ryff’s (1989)
scales of psychological well-being (M = 4.85, SD =0.59, o =.78). We ad-
ministered a 14-item version recommended by the author, with a 6-point
response scale anchored at 1 (strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree).
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Trait positive and negative affect. Trait positive and negative affect were
measured in Wave 2 with the 20-item PANAS (Watson, Clark, & Tell-
egen, 1988; Spanish version by Sandin et al., 1999; positive affect
M =334, SD=0.67, o=.86; negative affect M =2.38, SD=0.78,
o = .88). Participants indicated to what extent they felt each emotion
during the previous year.

Big Five personality traits. Different measures of the Big Five person-
ality traits were administered in the two waves of data collection. Scores
were standardized within wave of data collection to yield a common
metric, and Cronbach’s alphas reported below represent the average of
the two measures used. Wave 1 included the Big Five Inventory (BFI-44;
John & Srivastava, 1999; Spanish version by Benet-Martinez & John,
1998; 3.06 < M < 3.84,0.52 < SD < 0.79, .66 < o < .85), a 44-item self-
report inventory using a 5-point Likert-type scale anchored at 1 (disagree
strongly) and 5 (agree strongly). Wave 2 included the NEO Five-Factor
Inventory (NEO-FFI; Costa & McCrae, 1992; Spanish version by Cor-
dero, Pamos, & Seisdedos, 1999; 3.00 < M < 3.66, 0.47 < SD < 0.70,
.64 < o < .87), which consists of 60 items using a 5-point Likert-type
scale anchored at 0 (totally disagree) and 4 (totally agree).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Although participants were asked to obtain ratings from three
friends, 118 were rated by three friends, 75 by two friends, 46 by
one friend, and 75 by none. Raters were 62% female, and their mean
age was 22.8 years (SD = 3.6). The mean rating for social support
was 7.5 (self reported) and 7.1 (as rated by friends), confirming that,
in general, informants were good friends. Because participants were
rated by a variable number of friends, we estimated inter-rater re-
liability using the Average Deviation Index (ADI; Burke & Dunlap,
2002). The ADI represents the mean of absolute deviations among
ratings (averaged across raters and across items), calculated in the
metric of the original scale. Lower deviations represent higher inter-
rater agreement. The average deviation index was .72 for NRI
Positive Interaction and .74 for NRI Conflict, indicating that, on
average, raters diverged by about .7 points on a 9-point scale. This is
below the cut-off value of 1.5 that Burke and Dunlap recommended
for a 9-point scale and therefore indicates high agreement among
raters. Note that aggregated friends’ ratings correlated significantly
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with self-ratings (r = .35 for positive interaction and .20 for conflict,
p<.01), suggesting that friends’ ratings captured meaningful vari-
ance in relationship quality.

Measures of social relationship quality were significantly skewed.
To attenuate skewness, ratings of conflict were transformed by tak-
ing the base-10 logarithm, as in the first study. For Positive Inter-
action with Friends and Positive Relations with Others, which were
negatively skewed, we reflected scores, took the square root, and
then reflected scores again so that high scores would indicate positive
interaction.

Strategic Emotion Regulation Ability and Friendship Quality

We followed the analytical strategy used in the previous study. First,
we examined relationships between SERA and indicators of friend-
ship quality, moderated by gender, using OLS regression for self-
reported DVs and multilevel analyses for friend-rated DVs. The
results are summarized in Table 2. SERA was significantly and
negatively related to self-perceived conflict with friends but was

Table 2
Study 2 (Spain): Relationships Between Emotion Regulation Ability
and Indicators of Friendship Quality

Main Effect Main Effect Interaction
SERA Gender SERA x Gender

Self-Perceptions of Friendship Quality (OLS Regression)

Positive interaction with friends .16* v —.17*
Conflict with friends —.16% —.09 .01
Positive relations with others 26¥ —.14 —.10

Friends’ Perceptions of Friendship Quality ( Multilevel Analyses)
Positive interaction with friends 13* —.14 —-.17
Conflict with friends .03 .20 —.08

Note. N =297 for self-ratings of friendship quality, and 122 for positive relations
with others, a measured administered only in one of the two waves of data collec-
tion. For friends’ ratings of friendship quality, N = 239. The main effect of SERA is
equivalent to the simple slope for women. Gender was coded female = 0, male = 1.
For ease of interpretation, all variables except gender were standardized prior to
multilevel analyses. We report standardized coefficients for OLS regression and un-
standardized coefficients of fixed effects for multilevel analyses.

*»<.05. #¥p<.01.
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unrelated to friends’ ratings of conflict. SERA was also positively re-
lated to self-perceived positive interaction with friends and positive re-
lations with others, as well as to friends’ ratings of positive interaction.
The relationship between SERA and self-perceived positive interaction
with friends was moderated by gender. Examination of simple slopes
indicated that it was significant for women but not for men.

Mediation

We examined whether relationships between SERA and indicators
of friendship quality were mediated by trait positive and negative
affect, following the steps outlined in Study 1. Note that measures of
trait affect were administered only in the second wave of data col-
lection and completed by 146 participants. These analyses indicated
that trait affect was not a significant mediator.

In examining the second condition for mediation, which entails a
significant relationship between predictor and mediator, regression an-
alyses moderated by gender indicated that SERA was significantly re-
lated to trait positive affect (B =.19, p<.05) but unrelated to trait
negative affect (B = — .07, ns). The pattern was similar for correlational
analyses combining men and women. This ruled out trait negative
affect as a mediator. The third condition for mediation requires that the
relationship between mediator and DV be significant. Trait positive
affect was significantly related to self-rated positive interaction with
friends (B = .22, p<.05) but not to friends’ ratings of positive interac-
tion (yo; = .02, ns) or to self-rated conflict with friends (f = — .08, ns).
This ruled out the latter two DVs as candidates for mediation. In the
fourth step, controlling trait positive affect reduced the relationship
between SERA and self-rated positive interaction with friends (from
B =.14 to .09, both ns) and the Sobel test indicated that the mediation
effect was marginally significant (z = 1.69, p<.10). Note that the rela-
tionship between SERA and self-rated positive interaction with friends
was weaker (and nonsignificant) in the subsample used for these me-
diation analyses than the relationship reported in Table 2 based on the
full sample. Thus, we found no clear evidence of mediation.

Incremental Validity

Next, we examined whether relationships between SERA and indi-
cators of friendship quality remained significant after controlling for
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age and the Big Five personality traits. In these analyses, SERA re-
mained significantly and negatively related to self-perceived conflict
with friends (B = — .13, p<.05); to self-perceived positive interaction
with friends, though only for men (B, = —.27, p<.05); and to
friends’ ratings of positive interaction (yo; = .12; p<.05). The rela-
tionships between SERA and positive relations with others did not
reach statistical significance (fp = .14, p =.11), possibly due to the
lower sample size for this analysis (as this DV was assessed in only
one of two waves of data collection).

Discussion

The results of Study 2 were broadly consistent with those of Study 1.
Among Spanish women, SERA was related to all indicators of the
quality of interpersonal relationships except friends’ ratings of con-
flict. These relationships were not mediated by trait positive and
negative affect. These relationships remained significant after con-
trolling for age and the Big Five personality traits. Once again, these
findings support the notion that SERA influences the quality of so-
cial relationships by modifying emotional and social interaction di-
rectly, rather than through emotional contagion of a person’s own
affect. They also suggest that these effects cannot be explained by
basic interpersonal characteristics mapped by the Big Five person-
ality traits. Taken together, the results of the first two studies also
suggest that relationships between SERA and the quality of social
relationships observed in North American samples (e.g., Lopes et al.,
2004, 2005) generalize to Western Europeans.

There were some differences between the results of our first and
second studies. In particular, in Study 2 we found no evidence that
SERA was more strongly related to conflict than to the positive di-
mension of friendship quality. We will use a meta-analytic synthesis
of findings from several studies (below) to test this proposition with
adequate statistical power.

Overall, we found more significant relationships between SERA
and indicators of social relationship quality in Spain than in
Germany. This could be due to cultural differences that could be
explored through further research. For example, Spaniards are
more emotionally expressive than Germans (Scherer, Wallbott, &
Summerfield, 1986), and it is conceivable that strategic emotion
regulation has greater impact in a context of higher emotional
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expressiveness. For self-perceived positive interaction with friends
and friends’ ratings of conflict, the pattern of results was actually
similar across the two studies (as revealed by further analyses of
simple slopes for men and women), although some effects did not
reach statistical significance in Germany. The relationship between
SERA and self-perceived positive interaction with friends appeared
to be positive for women but not for men in both studies (although
only one of the four simple slopes was significant)—an issue that
may also warrant further research.

Our first two studies had some limitations. For example, modest
agreement across raters may have limited our ability to detect sig-
nificant associations with friends’ ratings of relationship quality, and
we could not control for cognitive ability. The following study ad-
dressed these limitations.

STUDY 3

The present study sought to address the limitations of the first two
studies and extend our prior findings. Whereas the previous studies
relied on trait-level measures, in this study we examined day-to-day
fluctuations in the quality of social encounters and affect using a
diary approach. Additionally, we controlled for verbal ability as an
indicator of general cognitive ability.

The hypotheses and research questions were similar to those ex-
plored in the previous studies: (a) SERA is positively related to the
quality of daily social encounters; (b) SERA is positively related to
the quality of daily social encounters after controlling for age, gen-
der, the Big Five, and verbal ability; and (c) does daily affect mediate
the relationship between SERA and the quality of everyday social
interaction?

Method

Participants

Undergraduate students at Yale University were recruited from intro-
ductory psychology courses and a residential college, and offered course
credit or $20, respectively, for participating in this study. Out of 64 in-
dividuals who completed baseline measures, 2 did not complete the sec-
ond part of the study and 9 did not provide a sufficient number of daily
reports (i.e., at least four timely reports) for analysis—7 provided only
one report. An invalid report was one that was provided after 10:00 a.m.
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of the following morning or before 9:00 pm of the intended day of a re-
port. This left 53 participants with complete data: 35 women, 18 men.
Ages ranged from 18 to 27 (M = 19.8, SD = 1.8), with an average of 12.2
days completed (SD =2.7); 91% of participants completed 7 or more
days. Most participants identified themselves as Caucasian (72%; 13%
Asian or Asian American, 5% African American, 9% other’’). Most
were native English speakers (8§7%), and the remainder had spent at least
4 years in English-language schools or countries.

Procedure

Participants completed a battery of tests and questionnaires in the lab-
oratory during the autumn semester, and they participated in the diary
study 4 months later. They were asked to log on to a secure Web site and
respond to a Web-based questionnaire once a day, before going to sleep,
for 14 days. Each daily report took about 10 to 20 minutes to complete.
Most participants chose to receive daily email reminders so they would
not forget to complete their reports. Participants who missed an entry
were notified by email the following day.

Measures of Individual Differences

Strategic emotion regulation ability. SERA was measured using the cor-
responding subscale of the MSCEIT (V.2.0; Mayer et al., 2002), scored
based on expert norms, as in previous studies (M = 97.0; SD = 13.1; split-
half reliability corrected by the Spearman-Brown formula = .57). Verbal
ability was measured using the Mill Hill vocabulary scale for adults, a 66-
item test of crystallized verbal intelligence (Raven, Court, & Raven, 1994;
M =44.14; SD =5.72; split-half reliability corrected by the Spearman-
Brown formula =.75). The Big Five personality factors were measured
using the 44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI-44; John & Srivastava, 1999;
Neuroticism M = 3.15, SD = 0.81, o = .82; Extraversion M = 3.22, SD =091,
o=.88; Openness M =3.74, SD=0.72, o= .84; Agreeableness M =3.71,
SD = 0.68, o = .80; Conscientiousness M = 3.61, SD =0.79, o« = .88).

Diary Study Measures

Participants provided reports of daily events, affect, and the quality of
social interactions. For the main outcome variables of interest, we esti-
mated scale reliability using multilevel models that separated variability
across items, days, and individuals. Below we report the reliability of the
Level 1 coefficient in three-level unconditional models in which items were
nested within days, and days were nested within persons (Nezlek, 2007).



Emotion Regulation Ability 451

Modest reliabilities, which are typical of diary studies and reflect the
use of short measures to prevent participant fatigue and attrition,
are offset by an intensive repeated-measures design involving 14 days of
data collection.

Duily events. Every day, participants indicated whether 13 events oc-
curred and rated their importance using a 5-point scale (0 = did not hap-
pen; 1 =mnot very important or meaningful, 2 = somewhat important/
meaningful; 3 = important/meaningful; 4 = very important/meaningful).
This measure yielded two scores measuring the perceived importance of
positive social events (seven items; e.g., ““had especially good interactions
with friend(s) or acquaintances”) and negative social events (six items;
e.g., “got along poorly with peers—e.g., classmates, co-workers, room-
mates’’). See Nezlek (2005) for a discussion of this scale.

Quality of social interactions. Conflict and tension in social interactions
included four items: conflict/tension with close others, conflict/tension
with other people, anxiety in social situations, and social exclusion (e.g.,
“how much tension or conflict did you experience with people you feel
close to?”’). This 7-point scale was anchored at 1 (not at all) and 7 (very
much), and its reliability was .45. The quality of interactions with friends,
roommates, and acquaintances was measured with three questions (e.g.,
“how did you get along with friends?”’) using a 7-point scale anchored at |
(very badly) and 7 (very well), and its reliability was .65. Participants could
also indicate ““did not happen/not applicable.”

Daily positive and negative affect was measured through participants’
responses to the question “how did you feel today?”’ using a 7-point scale
anchored at 1 (did not feel this way at all) and 7 (felt this way very
strongly). Positive affect included four items (happy, alert, enthusiastic,
relaxed) and its reliability was .43. Negative affect included five items
(stressed, anxious, angry, sad, depressed) and its reliability was .51.

Results

Altogether, the 53 participants provided 644 reports of daily events
(M =12.2, SD =2.7). We used multilevel models to analyze this hi-
erarchically nested data structure, consisting of daily records nested
within persons. See Nezlek (2001) for a discussion about analyzing
diary study data. To facilitate the interpretation of results, all
independent variables (except gender) were standardized prior to
the analyses.
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Main Analyses

We followed the analytical strategy used in the previous studies (al-
though in the present study Level 1 measures represented multiple
self-ratings rather than ratings from multiple friends). First, we ex-
amined relationships between SERA and mean daily measures,
moderated by gender. In these multilevel analyses, an outcome
such as perceived conflict was modeled at Level 1 (daily events)
as a function of an intercept for each person and a random error
term:

Yij = Boj + Tij
The Level 1 intercept for each person was then modeled at Level 2

(individual differences) as a function of a constant, SERA, gender,
the interaction of SERA and gender, and a random error term:

Boj =Yoo +7Yo1 ¥ SERA+7,, * Gender+vy, * (SERA * Gender)+-uy;

In Table 3 we report the fixed effects for the slopes indicating the
strength of the relationship between predictors and outcomes (e.g.,
the expected change in a mean daily measure for a 1 SD increase in
SERA). These analyses revealed that SERA was negatively related

Table 3
Study 3 (United States): Relationships Between Emotion Regulation
Ability and Daily Measures of Social Interaction

Main  Main

Effect Effect Interaction
Dependent Variable SERA Gender SERA x Gender
Quality of interactions with friends, .14 .00 —.08
roommates, and acquaintances
Conflict and tension in social interaction —.20%* .29 —.05
Importance of positive social events .02 .04 —.13
Importance of negative social events .20 12 —.06

Note. N =53 individuals at Level 2 and 644 daily reports at Level 1. We report
multilevel analyses of fixed effects (the average slope across individuals) and corre-
sponding z-tests based on robust standard errors. For ease of interpretation, all
variables except gender were standardized prior to multilevel analyses. A separate
analysis was conducted for every dependent variable. The main effect of SERA is
equivalent to the simple slope for women because gender was coded female =0,
male = 1.

p<.05. Fp<.01.
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to conflict/tension in social interaction and the importance of neg-
ative social encounters, but unrelated to indicators of positive inter-
action with others. Gender did not moderate relationships between
SERA and daily measures of social interaction.

We estimated an effect size for the relationship between SERA and
conflict/tension by comparing the between-person variance of this
dependent variable in a model with no predictors and in a model in-
cluding only SERA as a predictor (Nezlek, 2001). SERA explained
19.6% of the between-person variance in conflict, which is equivalent
to a correlation of .44 and represents a medium to strong effect. Note
that the dependent measures were not standardized in the present
study.

Because our measure of conflict/tension with others included
items concerning social anxiety and social exclusion, we checked
whether the relationship between SERA and the aggregate of two
items that explicitly concerned conflict and tension with others was
also negative and significant—and it was.

Mediation and Incremental Validity

We examined whether daily affect (Level 1) mediated the relation-
ship between SERA and indicators of social interaction. SERA was
negatively related to daily negative affect among women but unre-
lated to positive affect for either gender. Relationships between
SERA and both conflict/tension and the perceived importance
of negative social events were unchanged (yo; = —.21 and — .20,
respectively) and remained statistically significant (ps<.01) when
daily negative affect was added to the models. Thus, there was no
evidence of mediation by daily affect.

Next, we examined relationships between SERA and daily mea-
sures, controlling for age, the Big Five personality traits, and verbal
ability (at Level 2). In these analyses, the relationship between SERA
and conflict/tension did not change appreciably but became mar-
ginally significant (yo; = —.19; p=.07). The relationship between
SERA and the perceived importance of negative social events was
reduced and no longer significant (yo; = — .11, ns). Further analyses
indicated that the reduction in this relationship was primarily due to
the inclusion of Agreeableness and Conscientiousness as control
variables.
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Discussion

In a diary study, individuals with high scores on SERA reported
less conflict and tension in social interactions and had lower
scores for daily negative social events than their counterparts. This
replicates and extends the findings from the previous studies, using a
research design that is less prone to biases in recall and judgment
than ordinary self-report measures. In this study, the relationship
between SERA and conflict/tension with others was medium to
strong. This attenuates concerns regarding the weaker effect sizes
observed in the previous studies and suggests that such weak effects
may be partly due to restriction of range on measures of friendship
quality.

SERA was unrelated to daily indicators of negative social inter-
action but not of positive social interaction—a pattern of results
similar to that of Study 1. The relationships between SERA and
perceived conflict remained marginally significant after controlling
for age, gender, the Big Five, and verbal ability. Thus, we found
support for the hypothesis regarding criterion validity of SERA but
only partial support for incremental validity.

Daily positive and negative affect did not mediate relationships
between SERA and conflict or the perceived importance of negative
social events. This finding is consistent with those of the previous
studies and suggests that strategic emotion regulation influences
conflict directly by modifying emotional and social interaction rather
than through the emotional contagion of a person’s own affect.

There was some attrition in the study, although we do not think it
compromises the generalizability of our results. Comparisons of
trait-level responses revealed no significant or marginally significant
differences between those who provided enough days for analysis
and the others, except that the first group scored higher on Neurot-
icism (M = 3.15 vs. 2.53). Concerns about attrition are further at-
tenuated by the fact that the present findings are broadly consistent
with those of the previous studies.

META-ANALYTIC SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS

Across these three studies, SERA was consistently and inversely
related to self-perceived conflict and antagonism with friends
among women, but less consistently related to the positive dimen-
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sion of friendship, which reflects social support, companionship,
nurturance, and intimacy. Among men, relationships between
SERA and self-perceived conflict and antagonism with friends
were similar to those found for women but did not reach sta-
tistical significance, possibly because of the lower number of
men in these samples. Thus, we asked ourselves: does SERA help
people to manage conflicts more than to enhance companionship
and nurturance?

In the first two studies, relationships between SERA and quality
of social interaction were not strong, and we lacked the power to
determine whether SERA was related more strongly to conflict with
friends than to positive interaction with friends. To examine this
question more thoroughly, we drew on data described in two pre-
viously published articles and one still unpublished data set. These
data were from two samples of American students (Lopes et al.,
2003, N =101; Lopes et al., 2004, Study 1, N = 113) and a Spanish
community sample (Cabello & Fernandez-Berrocal, 2008, N = 270).
In these studies, participants provided measures of SERA and self-
perceived friendship quality (MSCEIT and NRI, the same as in the
present Studies 1 and 2). Combined with the data from Studies 1 and
2 from the present article, this allowed us to perform a quantitative
synthesis of five studies. These studies involved a total of 963 par-
ticipants (655 women, 308 men).

Following guidelines for meta-analysis (e.g., Lipsey & Wilson,
2001), we transformed correlation coefficients using Fisher’s z trans-
formation, averaged these across samples weighted by n-3, and
transformed z scores back into correlations. SERA correlated .12
with positive interaction and —.21 with conflict with friends
(ps<.01). The difference between the value of these two dependent
correlations, tested using Williams’s T2 statistic (as recommended by
Steiger, 1980), was statistically significant (#(960) =2.04, p<.05).
These findings are consistent with the notion that SERA contributes
to both positive and negative dimensions of relationship quality
but helps people to manage conflict with friends more than to en-
hance companionship, nurturance, and intimacy with friends
(although we cannot infer causality from the data). We also exam-
ined gender differences in relationships between SERA and self-
rated friendship quality in the combined data set, and found none.
This suggests that the effects observed here apply to both men and
women.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

We conducted studies in Germany, Spain, and the United States,
collected data from self and peers using trait measures and daily re-
ports, and undertook a meta-analytic synthesis of findings that drew
upon three additional samples. Considered together, our findings
suggest that people who scored higher on a situational judgment test
of strategic emotion regulation ability (SERA) tend to experience
less conflict with others and have more positive social relationships
than their lower-scoring counterparts. Relationships between SERA
and various indicators of the quality of social interaction remained
significant (or very close to significant) after controlling for age, gen-
der, and the Big Five personality traits (as well as socially desirable
responding in one study and verbal ability in another). These results
replicate previous findings based on North American samples (e.g.,
Lopes et al., 2004, 2005) and attenuate concerns about the validity of
situational judgment tests of emotion regulation ability, at least within
Western cultures. Although we did not examine non-Western cultures,
and thus our findings do not constitute a strong test of cross-cultural
validity, it should be noted that Germany, Spain, and the United States
differ substantially on important and relevant dimensions, including
various emotional display rules and norms for social interaction.
Across the three studies, SERA was more consistently related to
self-perceived conflict with others than to the positive dimension of
social interaction, which reflects social support, companionship, nu-
rturance, and intimacy. A quantitative synthesis that aggregated
data from the present studies with additional data from American
college students and a Spanish community sample confirmed that
emotion regulation ability was more strongly related to conflict with
friends than to the positive dimension of friendship quality. Al-
though Studies 1 and 2 found some gender differences in associations
between emotion regulation ability and friendship quality (possibly
due to sample variation), the quantitative synthesis encompassing
additional data revealed no significant gender differences. This sug-
gests that our main findings apply to men and women. Nonetheless,
examination of gender differences may warrant further research.

Implications for Theory and Research

SERA was operationalized as the ability to evaluate emotionally
laden situations described in brief vignettes and to identify effective
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strategies for managing emotions in self and others in these situa-
tions. This ability also requires judgment integrating emotion and
cognition, and the application of intelligence and knowledge to emo-
tional situations. Accordingly, this ability may be more useful for
managing conflicts and difficult situations with others than for en-
hancing companionship, nurturance, and intimacy. To a large extent,
the latter aspects of friendship quality reflect liking and positive feel-
ings toward another. They may depend more on natural attraction,
rapport, empathy, expressivity, and similarity of interests than on the
strategic dimension of emotional intelligence per se (Hartup & Ste-
vens, 1997). In other words, emotional regulation ability may be more
useful for managing conflicts than for enhancing liking among friends.

This interpretation is supported by the fact that in the present
studies, positive and negative affect did not mediate the relationship
between SERA and conflict, suggesting that SERA does not help
people to manage conflicts with others by amplifying positive affect
and dampening negative affect in oneself. Instead, the positive in-
terpersonal effects of SERA seem to reflect a more strategic or in-
tellectualized dimension of emotional intelligence, involving the
capacity to evaluate emotional situations and identify effective strat-
egies for managing them.

By ruling out an indirect effect based on the emotional contagion
of one’s own affect, our findings suggest that SERA can influence
social relationship quality by other means. These may include mod-
ifying the course of an interaction based on one’s capacity to eval-
uate the situation and flexibly select responses appropriate to the
situation at hand, abilities that situational judgment tests are
designed to measure (see Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). Although we
cannot rule out other possible mediators or third variable effects and
cannot infer causality from the data, it is noteworthy that the rela-
tionship between emotion regulation ability and conflict could not be
explained by the Big Five personality traits, which reflect emotional
and interpersonal functioning. For example, Agreeableness is asso-
ciated with low hostility and Extraversion with gregariousness, social
dominance, and emotional expressiveness. Considered together, our
findings suggest that the ability to evaluate emotionally challenging
interpersonal situations and identify appropriate strategies to man-
age these situations contributes to the quality of social interaction
and helps to explain social adaptation over and above individual
differences in basic dimensions of personality.
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Gross (1998b) has argued that emotion regulation is most effective
when it takes place before one becomes emotionally aroused. He pro-
posed that regulating emotions through antecedent-focused strategies
such as situation modification and cognitive change is more adaptive
than controlling behavior or emotional expression in the midst of an
intense emotional reaction. We argue that the dimension of emotion
regulation ability on which we focused in the present studies is partic-
ularly important for antecedent-focused emotion regulation. Specifi-
cally, the evaluation of emotional situations and identification of
effective response strategies are especially relevant for cognitive
appraisal and effective situation modification, which often entail ap-
plying intelligence to social and emotional situations. Furthermore,
one might expect knowledge of emotion regulation strategies to con-
tribute to reduced conflict in actual relationships through antecedent-
focused processes because knowledge alone might not be sufficient to
enable down-regulation when someone is in the throes of an emotion.

Whereas most theory and research on emotion regulation focuses
on intrapersonal emotion regulation (e.g., Gross, 1998b), our find-
ings highlight the importance of the interpersonal dimension of
emotion regulation. Considering that emotions serve communicative
and social functions (Keltner & Haidt, 2001), it may not be possible
to disentangle fully emotional and interpersonal regulation in social
encounters. According to the theory of emotional intelligence pro-
posed by Mayer and Salovey (1997; Salovey & Mayer, 1990), emo-
tion regulation ability encompasses skills involved in managing
emotions in self and others. In terms of measurement, the emotion
regulation branch of the MSCEIT does not contain enough items to
separate intrapersonal and interpersonal regulation ability (Mayer
et al., 2003). Nonetheless, it may be useful to distinguish intraper-
sonal and interpersonal emotion regulation in future research (e.g.,
see Niven, Totterdell, & Holman, 2009).

Although we measured trait affect in Studies 1 and 2, and daily
affect in Study 3, we could not measure the emotions that partici-
pants experienced specifically during social encounters. Considering
the magnitude of the relationships between SERA and affect expe-
rienced within social encounters that was found in a previous study
by Lopes et al. (2004, Study 2), it seems plausible that the effects of
SERA found in the present studies reflect participants’ ability to
manage emotional situations in ways that enhance others’ emotions
and do not depend solely on participants’ own affect.
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Further analyses indicated that SERA was only weakly related to
trait affect, life satisfaction, and the self-perceived ability to regulate
emotion. It is possible that people who are innately predisposed to
experience intense negative affect develop emotion regulation skills
to compensate for this disposition, as Kagan (1998) suggested. This
would dampen relationships between ability measures of emotion
regulation and measures of trait affect that reflect the combined
effect of temperament and acquired emotion regulation skills. Lon-
gitudinal studies are needed to disentangle the effects of tempera-
mental reactivity and emotion regulation skills acquired over time.
Studying relationship processes over time may also reveal whether
managing conflict effectively can contribute to more positive inter-
actions and social bonding.

The predictive validity of some situational judgment tests is partly
due to the fact that scores on these tests also reflect reading com-
prehension and, more generally, cognitive ability. However, previous
research suggests that SERA is unrelated or only weakly related to
indicators of cognitive ability among college students, and that
relationships between SERA and the quality of social interaction
remain significant after controlling for various indicators of cogni-
tive ability (e.g., Lopes et al., 2004, 2005). Similarly, we found that
the relationship between SERA and conflict was practically un-
changed (although only marginally significant) after controlling for
verbal ability in the diary study.

Further research is needed to determine whether the capacity for
situational judgment and effective response identification that un-
derlies SERA is domain-specific or generalizes to various realms of
life. Preliminary evidence suggests that SERA correlates only weakly
with a situation judgment test that was designed to tap into a more
global dimension of practical intelligence or common sense (Lopes,
2004), although this result should be interpreted with caution be-
cause it could be distorted by the use of different scoring methods for
the two tests.

Considered together, our results support the idea that SERA cap-
tures important aspects of emotion regulation ability. It is worth
noting, however, that situational judgment tests cannot measure all
the skills that contribute to effective emotion regulation. For exam-
ple, a test used in the present studies measures the ability to identify
effective strategies for managing emotionally challenging situa-
tions rather than people’s actual capacity or motivation to regulate
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emotions in life. Further research is needed to determine whether
emotion regulation represents a cohesive domain of ability or a
weakly interrelated set of skills. It is also important to develop tests
of emotion regulation ability that can reliably separate the ability
to manage emotions in different types of intrapersonal and inter-
personal situations. An additional avenue for further research is
to examine interactions between strategic emotion regulation
ability and other emotional skills in predicting the quality of social
relationships.

In the first two studies, relationships between SERA and indica-
tors of friendship quality were generally small, albeit statistically
significant. Yet small effects should not be dismissed when the out-
comes are important and determined by multiple factors (as empha-
sized in a review of 125 meta-analyses by an American Psychological
Association task force; Meyer et al., 2001). Having good friends, for
example, influences developmental outcomes and well-being
throughout life (e.g., Auhagen, 1996; Cacioppo et al., 2008; Hartup
& Stevens, 1997). The quality of social relationships is influenced by
emotional and social skills, personality traits, similarity in values and
interests, and so on. Therefore we should expect any one factor to
explain only limited variance in this outcome. Nevertheless, the re-
lationship between SERA and conflict found in the diary study was
moderate to strong. This suggests that intensive repeated measures
designs such as the diary method we used may be able to uncover
relationships that more traditional methods (e.g., using trait-level
measures) cannot.

Limitations

The modest reliability of MSCEIT emotion regulation ability un-
dermined statistical power to detect significant associations. Never-
theless, lower than optimal reliability also makes hypothesis testing
more conservative. The fact that we found a broadly consistent pat-
tern of relationships between emotion regulation ability and indica-
tors of the quality of social relationships and social interaction
across three studies despite this limitation increases confidence in our
results and also attenuates concerns about Type I error. Although
the MSCEIT was not normed in Germany and Spain, the high re-
liabilities found for the normative sample (Mayer et al., 2003) and a
large Spanish sample (Extremera et al., 2006) suggest that the lower
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values found in the present studies were probably due to sampling
fluctuations rather than cultural differences.

SERA was negatively related to self-perceived conflict with others
in three studies, but less consistently related to friends’ perceptions of
relationship quality. This could be due to the fact that modest agree-
ment among friends undermined statistical power to detect signifi-
cant effects on friends’ perceptions. Other studies (e.g., Lopes et al.,
2004, 2005) also found significant relationships between emotion
regulation ability and peer ratings of the quality of social interaction.
This suggests that the findings reported here do not just reflect
unrealistic self-perceptions or positive illusions. The fact that the re-
lationship between SERA and self-perceived conflict remained sig-
nificant after controlling for self-deceptive enhancement (in Study 1)
also supports this interpretation.

Since the present studies were based on college students, the gen-
eralizability of our findings may be limited. Yet research suggests that
basic characteristics of good friendships, such as reciprocity and mu-
tuality, are relatively stable through the life span (although charac-
teristics such as what triggers conflict and the types of support
provided among friends may change over time; Hartup & Stevens,
1997). Moreover, it is particularly interesting to study friendship and
social interaction among college students because the transition to
college often entails making new friends and strains prior relationships
(whether or not students continue to live at home, as is often the case
in Germany or Spain). The fact that emerging adulthood is marked by
the exploration of new interests, identities, and worldviews (Arnett,
2000; Gottlieb, Still, & Newby-Clark, 2007) can also strain previous
friendships, contributing to variability in friendship satisfaction.

Practical Implications

In light of widespread interest in the enhancement of emotional and
interpersonal skills in school and work settings, it is worth high-
lighting the practical implications of the present studies. Evaluations
of school-based programs of social and emotional learning, work-
based stress management interventions, and psychotherapy treat-
ments for emotional and interpersonal problems indicate that
it is possible to help individuals to manage their emotions and in-
teract with others more effectively (e.g., Aber, Jones, Brown, Chau-
dry, & Samples, 1998; Bergin & Garfield, 1994; Saunders, Driskell,
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Johnston, & Salas, 1996). Although we cannot infer causality from
the present studies, our results are consistent with the notion that
training individuals to evaluate emotionally challenging situations
and identify effective ways to manage these can enhance their ca-
pacity to interact effectively with others and preempt unnecessary
conflict. The present results further suggest that this type of training
may contribute to the quality of interpersonal relationships in ways
that complement training focused on inner emotion regulation. One
approach to training that the first author has found useful is to ask
participants to discuss in small groups the pros and cons of different
strategies for managing emotionally challenging situations, and in
what contexts they should opt for one response strategy or another
(see also Lopes & Salovey, 2008). More generally, our findings sug-
gest the importance of combining training that entails applying in-
telligence to emotionally challenging situations with training aimed
at helping people to nurture and express positive emotions in order
to enhance bonding and positive relations with others.
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