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Emotion Regulation and Resilience: Overlooked
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According to the focal article by Britt, Shen, Sinclair, Grossman, and Klieger
(2016), it seems conclusive that all definitions of resilience involve an expe-
rience of significant adversity, regardless of whether it is examined as a trait
or an outcome. This experience of adversity is inherently emotional. When
considering the ability or outcome of “bouncing back” from a stressful or
chronic event, one must recognize the emotional experience and consider
how individuals may cope with their emotions. This said, there is a clear con-
nection between resilience and emotion regulation. The focal article presents
a descriptive model of resilience for employees, which includes mention of
energy and affect as individual resources but does not acknowledge the con-
nection between resilience and emotion regulation. In this commentary I
argue that these two research areas are related but largely neglected in the
current literature. I will discuss the (a) process model of emotion regulation,
(b) points of connection with resilience, and (c) empirical research suggest-
ing the importance of positive emotion.

Emotion Regulation
The process model of emotion regulation (Gross, 1998) organizes emotion
regulation strategies by temporal points in the emotion-generation process.

Sophie A. Kay, School of Psychology, Georgia Institute of Technology.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Sophie A. Kay, School of
Psychology, Georgia Institute of Technology, J. S. Coon Building, 654 Cherry Street, Atlanta,
GA 30332-0170. E-mail: skay@gatech.edu

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2016.31 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/resilience
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/resilience
mailto:skay@gatech.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2016.31

412 SOPHIE A. KAY

The model describes five main families of emotion regulation strategies: sit-
uation selection, situation modification, attentional deployment, cognitive
change, and response modulation. These can be sorted into three categories
of emotion regulation strategies that target the different aspects of the emo-
tional experience: the external situation by changing the environment, the
internal situation of how one is thinking of the situation, or the outward re-
sponse of emotional expression. In this commentary I focus on the external
situation and internal situation strategies, as they arguably play an important
role in both the capacity for and demonstration of resilience.

External regulation strategies focus on altering the physical environ-
ment. Situation selection refers to taking actions that affect the likelihood of
being in a situation that will give rise to a desirable or undesirable emotion—
for example, avoiding an unpleasant coworker. Situation modification refers
to actions that directly alter a situation in order to change its emotional
impact—for example, taking a break from a stressful meeting. External situ-
ation strategies can be especially useful because they reduce the experience
of negative emotion, through either likelihood or duration.

When individuals are unable to select out of an emotional situation, in-
ternal regulation strategies are useful. These strategies focus on altering one’s
internal state to prevent an emotion from fully emerging. When using atten-
tional deployment, people selectively direct attention in order to alter their
emotional experience. One technique of attentional deployment is distrac-
tion, or shifting attention toward a particular aspect of the situation or even
away from the situation. The other internal strategy of cognitive change refers
to altering one’s appraisal of the situation by changing one’s perception of the
situation. Reappraisal is the main strategy of cognitive change, which alters
emotion by changing the meaning or self-relevance of a situation. Next, I
explain how these strategies relate to resilience.

Connections With Resilience
Troy and Mauss (2011) suggested that emotion regulation and the outcome
of resilience might be connected through the use of two strategies: atten-
tional control and cognitive reappraisal. Their framework proposes that
emotion regulation ability is a moderator, suggesting those with high inter-
nal emotion regulation ability should be more likely to display resilience after
adversity, compared with those with low emotion regulation ability. They ar-
gue that attentional control and cognitive reappraisal strategies should lead
to adaptive (less negative) emotion responses and therefore contribute to re-
silience.

Although Troy and Mauss (2011) seems to be the only published arti-
cle explicitly connecting specific emotion regulation strategies from Gross’s
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framework with resilience, there are other evident links, such as in training
programs for resilience. For example, the hardy coping skill of situation re-
construction helps people understand stressful situations in a broader con-
text, which relates to reappraisal. Further, the Psychological Capital (Psy-
Cap) training program “encourages employees to consider situations at work
where they are stuck and think about factors in those situations they could
change” (Britt et al., p. 390). This has obvious connections to situation mod-
ification strategies.

A recent meta-analysis of resilience training programs discusses cogni-
tive appraisal and problem-focused coping strategies as psychological pro-
tective factors (Vanhove, Herian, Perez, Harms, & Lester, 2016), although
this review did not specifically examine the effects of these strategies. Sim-
ilarly, Meredith et al. (2011) reviewed several individual level factors of re-
silience that relate to emotion regulation, such as positive coping, positive af-
fect, positive thinking, and behavioral control. Cognitive change is grouped
here as positive thinking, and situation modification would likely be classi-
fied as positive coping. However, attentional deployment and situation se-
lection do not fit well in these categories. Further, the distinctions between
these different factors are somewhat unclear. For example, the authors con-
sider the term “emotion regulation” to fall under behavioral control, possibly
due to considering only response based regulation strategies. Use of Gross’s
(1998) process model could help identify other useful techniques for build-
ing resilience and could add to this body literature.

Experiencing Positive Emotions

Up to this point, this commentary has largely focused on down-regulating
negative emotion. However, research suggests that feeling positive emo-
tion may also be important for improving the capacity for and demon-
stration of resilience. Drawing on the broaden-and-build theory of positive
emotions (Fredrickson, 2001) and the undoing hypothesis (Fredrickson &
Levenson, 1998), research suggests that positive emotions broaden the
thought-action repertoire, build personal resources, help people down-
regulate negative emotions, and improve coping (Tugade & Fredrickson,
2004). In these ways, it has been suggested that positive emotions aid in
building the capacity for resilience (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin,
2003). For example, an interesting study of students before and after the
September 11 attacks found that positive emotions fully mediated the re-
lationship between precrisis resilience and later depressive symptoms and
postcrisis growth in psychological resources (Fredrickson et al., 2003). Sim-
ilarly, research suggests positive emotions mediate the effect of trait resilience
on the duration of cardiovascular reactivity (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004).
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Daily positive emotions also assist in rebounding from negative events and
daily stress (Ong, Bergeman, Bisconti, & Wallace, 2006).

To this end, regular experiences of positive affect in the wake of an ad-
verse event seem to be important for promoting resilience. Use of strategies
for up-regulation of positive affect may be particularly important to increas-
ing resilience outcomes. Tugade and Fredrickson (2007) suggest that strate-
gies for prolonging and enhancing positive emotions (e.g., savoring) can help
increase resilience in difficult times. Other strategies, such as seeking expe-
riences that should lead to feeling positive emotion (situation selection), can
also assist in undoing the effects of negative emotions and therefore improve
outcomes of resilience. This said, future work could benefit from a broad-
ened view of emotion regulation strategies.

For example, consider the thousands of individuals who were working
in the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. After experiencing such
an intense adverse event, these people may have avoided news channels that
reported on the topic in the following weeks and months. This use of sit-
uation selection prevents the reminder of the event and therefore reduces
the likelihood of experiencing negative emotion associated with the mem-
ory. Similarly, one could find oneself ruminating on the event and bringing
back emotional reactions months afterward. Engaging in distraction to stop
the cycle of rumination could be a helpful technique. The use of strategies
like these may be important for understanding and promoting resilience,
although they are not considered or studied in the current literature.

Last, it is worth noting that the focal article explains that the signifi-
cant adversity required for demonstrating resilience can be either a stressful
event or a chronic stressor. This distinction is important in connection with
emotion regulation, as effective choice of strategies may differ based on the
type of adversity. For example, reappraisal may be more valuable in response
to a stressful event, while situation modification may be more beneficial for
coping with a chronic stressor. Future research could examine the utility of
different techniques based on the type of adversity.

Conclusion

Opverall, understanding effective use of emotion regulation strategies to re-
duce negative emotion and increase positive emotion may be crucial to pro-
moting resilience. Although the trait of resilience is much more than emo-
tion regulation ability, theory and existing literature on emotion regulation
may help shed light on valuable strategies to create effective training pro-
grams. Considering the emotional aspect of an adverse event, investigating
the benefits of emotion regulation strategies may help improve our under-
standing of resilience.
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