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Abstract.

When someone shares their troubles with us, how do we decide how to respond? While decades
of research has characterized how people talk about emotional events, less is known about how
people choose to respond to others' distress. To address this issue, we bridged research from
affective science and social psychology to develop the Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation
(RBSR) scale, which measures an individual's beliefs about the kinds of support distressed others
might want and how they tend to act as social regulators of them. Three studies examined the
nature of these beliefs and their impact on social interactions in close relationships. Study 1 used
factor analyses to select 12 items for the RBSR scale that captured four theoretically meaningful
and distinct beliefs. Study 2A showed that individuals with high RBSR scores are generally more
emotionally expressive, better self-regulators, less lonely and experience more positive and less
negative emotions. Studies 2B and Study 3A demonstrated that a regulator’s beliefs vary across
situations and are sensitive to the intensity of a distressed target’s negative emotions. Study 3B
found that, in real world interactions, the different kinds of beliefs assessed by the RBSR scale
predicted target emotions, feelings of closeness and perceptions of their partner’s real-world
regulatory behaviors. Taken together, this work is significant in at least two ways: Theoretically,
it describes how beliefs about social regulation contribute to well-being. Methodologically, it
offers a validated tool for assessing these beliefs across multiple kinds of social, affective,

organizational and clinical contexts.

Keywords: emotion regulation, social support, relationships, daily diary, scale development



66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

74

75

76

77

78

79

80

81

82

83

84

85

86

87

88

From managing the daily ups and downs of work to navigating the complexities of our social
relationships, life presents us with numerous emotional challenges. Whether we effectively
manage these emotions — or are overwhelmed by them — can determine whether we maintain
mental and physical well-being or are at risk for any of a number of mood and substance use
disorders for which emotion dysregulation is a central feature (Marroquin et al., 2017; Gross &
Jazaieri, 2014). A key tool for effective emotion management is the capacity to adaptively
regulate emotional responses. To date, the lion’s share of research on emotion regulation has
focused on the use of self-regulation strategies to manage our own emotions (e.g. Gross, 2014).
Amid growing recognition of the importance of social connections to well-being (e.g. Holt-
Lunstad et al., 2010; Taylor, 2011), attention has increasingly turned to understanding how social
interactions provide an important context for providing regulatory support to, and receiving
regulatory support from, other people — a subfield known as social emotion regulation (SER)
(Coan et al., 2006; Reeck et al., 2016; Shu et al., 2021; Sahi et al., 2021, 2023; He et al., 2025) or
interpersonal emotion regulation (Dixon-Gordon et al., 2015; Hofmann et al., 2016; Niven, 2017;
Tran et al., 2023; Petrova & Gross, 2023). In this paper we use the term social emotion
regulation because the present work was influenced by - and combines elements of - prior
approaches to studying social support and emotion regulation (Bolger & Amarel, 2007; Taylor,

2011; Reeck, Ames & Ochsner, 2016).

Social emotion regulation is a complex phenomenon with multiple variables at play. In a SER
interaction, there are at least two individuals in two types of roles — targets who receive
regulatory support and regulators that provide this support Reeck et al., 2016; Coan et al., 2006;

(Digiovanni, He & Ochsner., under review). Such SER interactions can range from ordinary
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conversations (e.g. water-cooler talk at a workplace) to explicit emotional disclosures (e.g.
listening to a partner share about stressors on their mind). To date, SER research has focused
primarily on the strategies that social regulators choose to use in the lab and everyday life (e.g.
Shu et al., 2021; Swerdlow & Johnson, 2022; Liu et al., 2021; MacCann et al., 2025; Tran et al.,
2024) and what the emotional consequences are for the distressed target (Pauw et al., 2018; Sahi
et al., 2023; Shu et al., 2021). Some studies have also asked what motivates targets to seek

regulatory support through emotional expression (e.g. Williams et al., 2018).

As exciting as these studies have been, relatively little work has assessed factors that influence a
regulator’s assessment of whether or not they should engage in social regulation in the first
place. The lack of research on this topic is particularly salient, given that research on the self-
regulation of emotion has increasingly recognized the importance of such assessments when

individuals are deciding whether and how to manage their own emotions (Sheppes et al., 2014;

Dor¢ et al., 2016; Matthews et al., 2021).

That said, extant work in affective science and social psychology suggests three possibilities.
First, emerging findings suggest that the intensity of an individual’s emotional experiences
predicts whether and how people choose to regulate those emotions, regardless of whether they
are one’s own or someone else’s (Matthews et al., 2021; Genzer et al., in press). Second,
research on person perception (Heider, 1958; Kelley & Michaela, 1980; Trope & Gaunt, 2007;
Teufel et al., 2010) and social interaction (Fiske, 1992; Kenny et al., 2006; Finkel et al., 2017)
suggests that the judgments we make about what people are like, in general vs. in the moment,

play an important role in predicting their behavior and deciding how we should behave towards
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them. Such inferences should be especially important in SER interactions, where a potential
regulator might assess various mental states and traits for a distressed other, including what they
might need/want when upset and whether their distress is situational vs. dispositional (Lewin,
1946; Ross & Nisbett, 1991; Mischel & Shoda, 1995). Third, research on empathy and prosocial
behavior (Batson et al., 2002; Zaki et al., 2014) suggests that an individual’s own beliefs and
motivations about helping others could be an important factor in determining whether to offer
regulatory support to someone in emotional distress. To our knowledge, however, no work to

date has examined the ways in which these factors play a role in SER.

To address these gaps in knowledge, we sought to examine the largely unstudied question of
what factors lead someone to engage in providing social regulatory support by closely examining
the kinds of beliefs individuals might hold about about SER - from the perspective of acting as a
regulator - including how such beliefs might influence what happens in SER interactions and
subsequently experienced emotional and social outcomes (Fig. 1). Toward this end, we first
recognized that prior work has shown that developing individual difference measures of
emotion-related beliefs has provided useful tools for understanding how these beliefs impact
behavior. For example, in self-regulatory contexts, questionnaire measures have been developed
to assess an individuals’ beliefs about the malleability of emotions (Tamir et al., 2007) and the
perceived efficacy of using different strategies for self-regulating emotion (Gross & John, 2003).
In social regulatory contexts, measures also have been developed to assess beliefs held by both
distressed targets and the regulators who offer them support. On the target side, there are
measures for assessing self-reported tendencies to share emotions and seek social regulatory

support (Williams et al., 2018), the strategies one uses to do so (Niven et al, 2011) and
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retrospective beliefs about the strategies a regulator used to provide that support (Swerdlow &
Johnson, 2022). On the regulator side, there are measures to assess beliefs about the strategies
used when offering regulatory support (e.g. EROS, Niven et al., 2011; ROES, MacCann et al.,
2025). To date, however, there are no measures of the beliefs a regulator might possess - about
what distressed targets might need and about whether the regulator themself can meet those
needs. Such belief might theoretically be expected to influence whether and how we choose to

provide social regulatory support to others.

S Y

&

Target Regulator

What do people need when
they’re feeling emotional?

How do | behave in this
situation?

Fig 1. Schematic representation of the phenomenon of interest. We hypothesize that regulator
beliefs about what targets need - and their own capacity to provide regulatory support — are key
factors influencing whether and how regulators decide to attempt regulating a target’s emotions

as well as the subsequent social and emotional outcomes experienced by the target.
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Overview of Studies

We conducted three studies to address the nature of regulator beliefs about social regulation and
their impact on both regulators’ behavior and the outcomes experienced by targets. The design
of these studies was guided by a process model of SER (Reeck et al., 2016). This model
distinguishes targets who receive regulatory support from regulators that provide this support,
and seeks to describe a sequence of processing stages that may unfold over time for each person
during a SER interaction. Regulatory interactions begin when targets encounter and appraise
situations in ways that evoke emotional responses. These emotions may be intentionally and
explicitly disclosed to, or simply noticed by, regulators. The focus in this paper is on the
processes engaged by regulators in response to targets’ negative emotions. As shown in Figure
2, regulators may interpret the target’s emotions, evaluate whether or not social regulatory
support should be offered, and if it is deemed appropriate to do so, a regulatory strategy can be
selected and implemented. Importantly, this strategy may have two kinds of impact: It can
change the way targets engage, appraise, attend to and/or behaviorally respond to the initial
emotion-eliciting stimulus and/or it can influence the way a target appraises and feels about their
relationship with the regulator. In this way, acts of social regulation can have both emotional
(e.g. a target feels less sad) and social outcomes (e.g. the target and regulator feel closer to one
another) (Rauers & Riedinger, 2023; Niven & Lopéz-Pérez, 2025; Digiovanni & Ochsner, 2024;

Arican-Dinc & Gable, 2025).

As shown in Figure 1, the present paper seeks to unpack factors that influence a regulator’s

assessment of whether regulatory support should be offered — which includes both beliefs about
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distressed potential targets and about themselves as potential regulatory responders to this
distress — and in turn, how these beliefs influence subsequent choices about what strategies to
implement with varying kinds of emotional and social impact. Towards this end, in Study 1 we
developed a theoretical model of four kinds of beliefs that could inform a regulator’s decision
about whether and how to engage in providing social regulatory support. For this study, we
generated items to assess each belief and used exploratory factor analyses to select the best items
to comprise the Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation (RBSR) scale. In Study 2A, we
assessed patterns of association between a regulator’s beliefs and measures of relevant socio-
emotional behaviors and outcomes by testing the RBSR scale’s convergent and discriminant
validity with adjacent, theoretically meaningful constructs such as the self-regulation of emotion,
social support, empathy and loneliness. In Study 2B, we examined variability of regulator beliefs
while simultaneously testing the RBSR scale’s test-retest reliability. In Study 3A, we further
examined whether regulator beliefs are sensitive to the dynamic, day-to-day variability of real-
world social regulatory interactions, in particular the intensity of target’s negative emotions. In
Study 3B, using the same data as Study 3A, we asked how variability in regulator beliefs about
social regulation, as measured by the RBSR scale, predicted real-world social regulatory

interactions and outcomes for romantic couples.

As a group, these studies sought to develop and validate a new scale for assessing a regulator’s
beliefs about social regulation, and in so doing, tested novel hypotheses about the nature of these

beliefs and their influence on social regulatory interactions and socioemotional outcomes.
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Fig 2. A process model of social emotion regulation (SER), highlighting aspects of SER
interactions accessed by prior individual difference measures ( dots) vs. the newly
developed RBSR (red star). The blue box and dotted line denotes phenomena of interest in this
paper. NOTE: as diagrammed, the EROS, ROES and IRIS are scales assessing the #types of
strategies regulators implement (Niven et al., 2011; MacCann et al., 2025; Swerdlow & Johnson,
2022). The IRQ and IERQ assess targets’ motivation of seeking out social regulatory support for

typical and clinical populations respectively (Williams et al., 2018; Hofmann et al., 2016). The

RELS assesses how regulators label targets’ emotions (Liu et al., in 2025). See text for details.

Transparency and Openness

For all studies, we report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions, all
manipulations, and all measures in the study. All sample sizes were determined in advance. Data
were analyzed with R (version 4.3.3, 2024-02-29) via RStudio version (2023.12.1; RStudio

Team, 2020), primarily using the packages tidyverse (Wickham et al., 2019) and brms (Biirkner,
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2018). Our studies were not preregistered. All data and analysis scripts are publicly available at

https://osf.i0/d3thg.

Ethics Approval
All reported studies received ethical approval from the institutional review board at Columbia

University (AAAUO0758).

Study 1: What Kinds of Beliefs About Social Emotion Regulation Matter?

Theoretical Framework and Exploratory Factor Analysis

Theory-driven Item Development

In Study 1, we started examining SER interactions from the point of view of someone in the
regulator role by asking what kinds of beliefs could importantly shape their choices about
whether and how to engage in providing social regulatory support. We drew upon research from
social psychology and affective science to hypothesize that regulator beliefs about social

regulation might vary along two dimensions (Table 1).

The first dimension concerns who the belief is about: potential targets of regulation or the
potential regulatory provider themself. Decades of dyadic research emphasizes that the
perception of others’ and one’s own mental states and dispositions are key factors influencing

behavior (e.g. Kenny et al., 2006). As such, regulator beliefs about social regulation should — in

10


https://osf.io/d3fhq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2T0Gpv

233

234

235

236

237

238

239

240

241

242

243

244

245

246

general — encompass beliefs about both individuals in distress who could be targets in need of

support, and beliefs about themselves as potential regulators providing that support.

The second dimension concerns what the beliefs are about: social connections or emotion

change. SER is both a social and emotional process (Digiovanni & Ochsner, 2024; Arican-Dinc

& Gable, 2025), and as such, regulator beliefs may concern both social goals to foster connection

and emotion goals to change a target’s emotions (i.e. regulator beliefs about connection vs.

emotion change, Digiovanni, He & Ochsner, under review; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Tamir,

2016).

Together, the crossing of these two dimensions with two levels each yields four theoretically

meaningful beliefs that a regulator might have about social regulation. Below, we elaborate on

these beliefs and the relevant literatures that guided their formulation.

What is the belief about?

Social Connection

Who is the belief about?

Target
(Regulator beliefs about

targets’ needs)

Regulator
(Regulator beliefs about their
capacity to provide regulatory

support)

Lay conception: When people
are upset, do they want to

connect with others?

Lay conception: When people
are upset, do I want to

connect with them?

11
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Emotion Change

Belief subtype: Targets’ need

to connect

Belief subtype: My tendency

to connect

Lay conception. When people
are upset, do they want
someone to help them feel

better?

Lay conception. When people
are upset, am I good at

changing how they feel?

Belief subtype: Targets need

(help) to feel better

Belief subtype: My perceived

efficacy in managing

targets’ emotions

Table 1. This table describes two dimensions whose crossing defines four beliefs regulators
might have about social regulation: who the belief is about (target vs. regulator; horizontal
dimension) and what the belief is about (social goals to connect vs. emotion goals to modify
targets’ emotions; vertical dimension). Each cell corresponds to a theoretically meaningful and
distinct type of belief. The top portion of each cell provides a description of the belief subtype in
lay terms. The bottom portion of each cell provides a label for each of the four belief subtypes
assessed by the scale. The final items assessing each subscale can be found in Table 3, while the

initial list of items can be found in the Supplemental Materials.
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Targets’ need to connect. This belief concerns a potential regulator’s perception that
distressed individuals — in general — need to feel seen, heard and understood, and therefore could
become targets of social regulatory support. Extensive research suggests that people have a
fundamental need to connect, both in general (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Echterhoff et al.,
2009) and specifically when emotionally distressed (e.g. through venting and emotion
expression, Rim¢, 2007; Duprez et al., 2015). When these needs are met, people tend to report
feeling comforted, close to the person providing the regulatory support and more certain about
their understanding of the world (Echterhoff et al., 2009; Linehan, 1997; Reis et al., 2004; Sahi
et al., 2023). Extant research, however, has not studied regulators’ perceptions of these prosocial

and affiliative needs that targets may possess.

Targets’ need to feel better. This belief concerns a potential regulator’s perception that
individuals in emotional distress would like help from others to change how they feel. As such,
this belief reflects an individual - in the regulator role - believing that someone in emotional
distress generally would prefer - and perhaps even has a goal - to change their emotional state
(Mauss & Tamir, 2014; Eldousky & Gross, 2016). Notably, prior research has shown that it is
common for distressed individuals to have emotional (aka hedonic) goals (e.g. to feel less
negative), although they are not always present (Tamir, 2016). To date, however, little research
has assessed the beliefs that potential regulators might have about whether and to what extent

targets possess these goals.

Regulator’s own tendency to connect. This belief concerns a potential regulator’s

tendency to be close to vs. distant from individuals who are emotionally distressed. Past research

13


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qkSj4i
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qkSj4i
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ckf3aZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JrGRXu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?A7B2MK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?A7B2MK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OIt2Ab

279

280

281

282

283

284

285

286

287

288

289

290

291

292

293

294

295

296

297

208

299

300

301

on prosociality and empathy suggests that the motivation to connect is important in predicting
behavior towards individuals experiencing negative emotions (Batson et al., 1981; Deci & Ryan,
2014; Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan, 1990; Zaki, 2014). To date, however, little work has examined
such motivations in the context of social emotion regulation, and in particular, whether a
potential regulator believes it is better to approach and be close to a distressed social target vs.

stay distant and “give them space”.

Regulator’s own efficacy in managing how targets feel. This concerns a potential
regulator’s beliefs about their own ability to effectively manage a distressed target’s negative
emotions. Although no prior work has specifically examined such beliefs, insight into why such
beliefs may matter comes from research on self-efficacy dating back to the 1960s, which shows
that feeling efficacious predicts academic and professional success (Bandura, 1982). In the study
of emotion regulation, perceived regulatory efficacy is an important predictor of positive
regulatory outcomes when individuals self-regulate their own emotions and when seeking out
others for social regulatory support (Williams et al., 2018). This is likely because perceived
efficacy motivates a self-fulfilling cycle of attempting to regulate targets and receiving positive
reinforcement when regulation is done effectively (Aknin et al., 2018). As such, perceived social
regulatory efficacy can be defined as the knowledge that one has effectively regulated others
before and a prediction that one can do so again. This sense of social regulatory efficacy may
support a regulator’s ability to respond to target emotions in a contextually appropriate manner,
whether through the use of validation, listening, social reappraisal or some other regulatory

strategy.
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The above analysis defined a four quadrant (See Table 1) conceptual space for generating
candidate items to be used in a questionnaire assessing regulator beliefs about social regulation.
Following other SER scales (e.g. Swerdlow & Johnson, 2022; Williams et al., 2018), we
generated 10 items for each of the four types of beliefs so that we had a sufficient number of
items for factor analyses (DeVillis & Thorpe, 2021). The intent was to generate a wide set of
items that could assess each kind of belief and then use exploratory factor analyses to reveal
whether our theoretical model was correct, and if so, which items best captured the core
conceptual content of each belief. We also included reverse-worded items where appropriate to
enhance psychometrics (see Supplemental Materials for full list of items). All items were written
in an expressly open-ended and general manner so as to be clear to the layman and allow

individuals to interpret the items flexibly with respect to their own situation.

Method

Participants

We recruited a representative sample of 400 participants in the United States on Prolific. The

sample consisted of 7.75% Asian, 13.75% Black, 4.50% Mixed, 3.75% Other and 70.25% White

(Mage = 45.13, SDage = 16.23). This sample size was selected based on prior work that developed

related SER scales using similar validation samples (e.g. Williams et al., 2018) and provided

high statistical power for exploratory factor analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).

Procedure

15
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325

326  Upon consenting to the study on Prolific, participants were directed to a Qualtrics survey

327  consisting of 40 statements created during the item generation phase. Participants were instructed
328  to answer these questions in general with respect to the people in their lives. For each item,
329  participants responded on a scale from 1 (Strong disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

330

331 Factor Analysis Plan

332

333  We examined the data for multivariate assumptions (normality, linearity, homogeneity and
334  homoscedasticity) and its suitability for exploratory factor analysis with the Barlett’s test of
335  correlation adequacy and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test for sampling adequacy (Preacher &

336  MacCallum, 2003).

337

338  Next, we conducted Exploratory Factor Analyses using maximum likelihood. Given that we
339  expected different aspects of providing social regulation to systematically covary (e.g., people
340  who tend to be there for others may feel more effective at regulating others), we selected an
341  oblique factor rotation (oblimin) that allows factors to be correlated with one another. We

342  decided the number of factors to extract using Horn’s (1965) parallel analysis (PA). Parallel
343  analysis methods draw upon bootstrap approaches (Preacher & Hayes, 2004) to generate

344  permuted data sets of comparable parameters and extract simulated eigenvalues (Hayton et al.,
345  2004). We sampled 1,000 iterations to generate distributions of simulated eigenvalues. Simulated
346  medians can then be calculated as an objective standard for retention, thereby providing a clear

347  quantitative estimate of each factor’s respective contribution (Ruscio & Roche, 2012).
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We further assessed the best number of factors by benchmarking with Revelle and Rocklin’s
(1979) very simple structure (VSS) criterion, Velicer’s (1976) minimum average partial (MAP)
criterion, and Ruscio and Roche’s (2012) comparison data (CD) technique. Convergence among
these multiple indices has been shown to yield more accurate factorization (Ruscio & Roche,
2012). Items that demonstrated low primary factor loading (.40) or high factor cross-loading
(.30) were eliminated from the item set until a conceptually interpretable simple structure was
achieved (Osborne, 2008). By trimming items with relatively lower item-factor loading, we
enhanced construct validity by increasing the overall cohesiveness of items within each subscale,
ultimately selecting three items per subscale to enhance the scale’s overall ease of use. We
additionally calculated reliability estimates and interfactor correlations for each of the final

subscales.

To evaluate absolute model fit, we used the standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) and
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) indices (Steiger & Lind, 1980). For both
indices, smaller values reflect better fit, and values below .08 signal acceptable model fit
(Browne & Cudeck, 1992). These metrics are superior to chi-squared likelihood ratio statistics,
which compare actual models to perfect model fit (MacCallum, 1990) and reject suitable models
for even slight deviations in large sample sizes (Hakstian et al., 1982; Humphreys & Montanelli
Jr., 1975). However, we further report the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), as recommended by Hu
and Bentler (1999), which instead compares actual and null model chi-squared values (Tucker &
Lewis, 1973). Higher TLI values indicate greater relative fit, with values .90 indicating good

model fit (Byrne, 1994). All analyses were performed in R version 4.2.2.
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Results

Multivariate Assumption Checks

All multivariate assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variance and
homoscedasticity were met. Bartlett’s test indicated correlation adequacy, X?(780) = 8068.517, p

<.001 and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test indicated excellent sampling adequacy, MS4 = 0.93.

Factor Analyses

An initial exploratory factor analysis of all 40 items demonstrated a 4 factor solution that
explained 46% of the variance (Table 2). We removed 4 items that failed to load adequately onto
a primary factor or showed excessive factor cross-loading. Then, we tested 3 models: (a) a one
factor solution with all 36 items; (b) a 4-factor solution with the top 4 item loadings; (c) a 4-

factor solution with the top 3 item loadings.

Ultimately, parallel analysis, Kaiser criterion, VSS, MAP, and CD all converged on a four-
factor, 12-item solution, which demonstrated excellent fit across all indices (RMSR = .02,
RMSEA = .04, 90% CI [.01, .06]; Tucker—Lewis Index = .98, CFI = .98) and structure (M item
complexity = 1.0; Hofmann, 1977) (Table 2). These four factors fit our a priori model that
described regulator beliefs about (a) targets’ need to connect; (b) targets’ need to feel better; (c)

the regulator’s own tendency to connect with targets and (d) their own perceived social
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409

regulatory efficacy. Together, these factors explained 57% of the variance. Final item loadings

for each factor are displayed in Table 3. These factors demonstrated low to moderate interfactor

correlations (.06 —.55; Table 4) and high reliability (.74—.86; Table 5).

Model RMSR  RMSEA RMSEA CI TLI

Sample 1
Model 1: All items (40) 0.04 0.05 [0.04, 0.05] 0.90
Model 2: One factor (36) 0.04 0.05 [0.04, 0.05] 0.90
Model 3: Top 4 items (16) 0.02 0.03 [0.01, 0.04] 0.98
Model 4: Final scale (12) 0.02 0.04 [0.01, 0.06] 0.98

Sample 2
Model 5: Final scale replication (12) 0.06 0.06 [0.05, 0.07] 0.95

Table 2. Model fit indices for factor analyses of Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation Scale

(RBSR). Sample 1 refers to participants from Study 1 (N = 400) while sample 2 refers to
participants from Study 2 (N = 800). RMSR = Root Mean Square Residuals; RMSEA = Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation; RMSEA CI = 90% confidence intervals of Root Mean

Square Error of Approximation; TLI = Tucker Lewis Index.
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Regulator beliefs about ...

Targets’ Their own Their social
need to Targets’ need tendency to regulatory
Item connect to feel better connect efficacy

When people are upset, they want
to feel heard 0.849 -0.078 0.039 -0.007
People want to feel understood
when they are down 0.658 0.077 -0.063 0.055
When others are troubled, they
just want to talk with someone
about it 0.585 0.155 0.017 -0.048
When people are upset, they want
someone to suggest how to

-0.042
handle the problem -0.019 0.879 0.017
When others are feeling down,
they want ideas about how to

-0.016
resolve their situation 0.004 0.837 0.026
People want advice on how to
deal with the situation when they

0.113
are in distress 0.037 0.737 -0.055
When someone is upset, [ prefer
to leave them alone 0.036 0.036 0.79 0.055
When someone is upset, I try to
avoid them 0.04 -0.026 0.697 0.133
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410

411

412

413

I give people space when they are

having a bad day

I know I can be there for others
when they need it

I've helped friends get through
tough times

I know I can be a good listener

-0.064

0.005

0.009

0.008

-0.014 0.656
0.044 0.064
-0.028 0.035
-0.006 -0.047

-0.17

0.792

0.727

0.726

Table 3. Item loadings from Exploratory Factor Analyses of the final 12 items in the RBSR

Scale (N =400).

Regulator beliefs about ...

Their Their social
Targets’ need  Targets’ need  own tendency regulatory
to connect to feel better to connect efficacy
Sample 1 (/V=400)
Regulator’s beliefs about ...
Target’s need to connect 1.00 0.26 0.49 0.55
Target’s need to feel better - 1.00 0.06 0.25
Their own tendency to
connect - - 1.00 0.29
Their self-perceived social
regulatory efficacy - - - 1.00

Sample 2 (V= 800)
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Regulator’s beliefs about ...
Target’s need to connect
Target’s need to feel better
Regulator’s own tendency

to connect
Regulator’s self-perceived

social regulatory efficacy

414

1.00 0.26 0.17
- 1.00 0.06
- - 1.00

0.45

0.19

0.40

1.00

415  Table 4. Estimated inter-factor Correlations for Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation

416  (RBSR) subscales.

417
Regulator beliefs about ...
Their
Targets’ need to Targets’ need to own tendency to  Their social regulatory
connect feel better connect efficacy
Sample 1
Final scale 74 .86 75 .80
(12) [.70, .78] [.84, .88] [.71,.79] [.77, .84]
Sample 2
Final scale 72 .89 77 78
(12) [.68, .75] [.87,.90] [.74, .80] [.75, .81]
418

419  Table S. Internal reliability for Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation scale (RBSR). Note.

420  Values in square brackets indicate 95% confidence interval.
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Study 1 Discussion

The overall goal of this paper is to understand how - from the perspective of a social regulator -
one’s beliefs about key aspects of social regulatory interactions influence decisions to offer
regulatory support to distressed targets - as well as any subsequent social and emotional
outcomes. Study 1 took a first step towards accomplishing this overarching goal. The primary
aim of Study 1 was to develop a conceptual model of, and a questionnaire method for, assessing
different types of beliefs a regulator might possess that might guide their behaviors toward
distressed targets. Towards this end, we generated items for each of four hypothesized types of

belief and used exploratory factor analyses to select the best items for each one.

The results provided initial evidence that we can validly measure regulator beliefs about social
regulation in terms of four distinct subtypes of belief: beliefs about (a) targets’ need to connect;
(b) targets’ need to feel better; and the regulator’s (c) own tendency to connect with targets and
(d) feel efficacious in offering social regulatory support. Out of our initial list of 40 items,
exploratory factor analysis revealed that a 12-item, 4 factor solution had the best model fit,
reliability and practical usability. The upshot was a set of items spanning four factors that are

conceptually distinct from each other and have high within-factor reliability.

These data support our theoretical framework that regulator beliefs about social regulation can

vary along two dimensions: who the belief is about (i.e. target vs. regulator) and what the belief

is about (i.e. social goals to connect vs. emotion goals to modify targets’ emotion experience).
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Put another way, together, these two dimensions can describe a regulator’s beliefs about targets’
needs and their capacity to meet those needs. As such, this framework seeks to integrate an
appreciation of social goals and processes from relationship science as well as emotion goals and

processes from affective science (Reeck et al., 2016; Arican-Dinc & Gable, 2025).

That said, upon reviewing the content of the final set of items, two observations are worthy of
note. First, for beliefs about the tendency of a regulator to connect with targets, the highest
loading items were all reverse-worded, possibly suggesting that distancing from targets in
distress is a more uniform construct than connecting with a distressed target. For the purpose of
the present research, we assume that distancing and connecting are two anchors of a continuous
scale rather than being two qualitatively different phenomena (paralleling measurement issues in
emotion research; e.g. Kron et al., 2013). Future research could examine whether this assumption
is true. Second, the items for assessing beliefs about targets’ need to feel better reflect the
explicit use of social regulation strategies such as situation modification, social reappraisal and
visible support (Bolger & Amarel, 2007; MacCann et al., 2025; Swerdlow & Johnson, 2022).
This could be an artifact of the initial pool of items which indexed specific regulation strategies
consistent with problem-focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1964). Future research can test
alternative item phrasings to explore regulator perceptions of target hedonic goals, such as a
motivation-focused, strategy-agnostic approach (e.g. “When people are upset, I think they want

to feel better’)(Brandao et al., 2023).

While this study suggests we can meaningfully parse specific kinds of regulator beliefs about

social regulation, two limitations to our approach are salient. First, although the beliefs we
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assessed were about both targets and regulators, they are only considered from a regulator’s
point of view. A dyadic - and more broadly socially interactive - approach can and should extend
beyond this conceptualization to include targets’ point of view as well (Kenny et al., 2006). For
example, future research could assess these beliefs from a target’s point of view, for example
assessing a target’s beliefs about their own social and emotion goals as well as their beliefs about
what potential regulators might tend to do in response. Such beliefs could be assessed in
conjunction with the regulator-focused beliefs assessed here. Second, like most research on
social/interpersonal emotion regulation, our approach tacitly assumes that target and regulator
roles are fixed; that is, the regulator helps the target and the target is helped by the regulator, but
a reversal of these roles along with attendant changes in goals for each person are not considered.
While a strict separation of target and regulator roles may be experimentally useful, it is likely
that these roles swap and blur for many relationships where social emotion regulation happens in
everyday life (Digiovanni, He & Ochsner, under review). For example, regulators also have
their own emotional needs (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) that may be interdependent with those of
the target (Van Lange & Balliet, 2015), and it may be fruitful to examine the extent to which
both targets and regulators want to feel understood in the same interaction. As described below,

some of these issues will be addressed in the next sets of studies.

Study 2A: Examining Patterns of Social-Emotional Behavior and Well-Being Associated
with Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation: RBSR Scale’s Convergent and

Discriminant Validity

In Study 1, we developed a theoretical model of regulator beliefs about social regulation and a

scale to assess them. We found preliminary evidence for four qualitatively different beliefs an
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individual can have when interacting with someone else in distress. In Study 2A, our primary
aim was to more thoroughly examine the nature of this scale, and the novel constructs it assesses,
by testing its relationship with measures assessing adjacent constructs related to emotion
regulation and social interaction. Relating regulator beliefs to other theoretically meaningful
variables is also psychometrically useful: placing a construct in a “nomological net” is common
practice in scale development to ascertain the convergent and discriminant validity of the
measure (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). A secondary aim of this study was to replicate the factor
structure of the RBSR scale. To address these aims, we considered three ways in which the
beliefs identified in Study 1 might — or might not — be expected to theoretically relate to other

measures of social, affective and person-level variables.

First, we considered potentially convergent relationships with constructs relevant to prosociality,
social support and emotion regulation. All four of the belief subtypes assessed by the RBSR
scale concern the way in which an individual thinks about the emotional and social needs of
others and their own tendencies to provide support for those needs. As such, all of these beliefs
would theoretically be expected to relate to measures of the tendencies to be prosocial and other-
oriented. For example, decades of research have examined other-oriented, “giving” processes
such as prosociality, empathy (Batson, 1981; Zaki, 2014) and the provision of social support
(Bolger & Amarel, 2007; Reis & Gable, 2015; Gable et al., 2012). If the regulator beliefs
identified in Study 1 are consequential for how we respond to others in distress, then scores on
each RBSR subscale should, in general, correlate positively with measures of prosociality,

empathy and the provision of social support.
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The beliefs assessed by the RBSR might also be expected to have their origins in prior
experiences where one learns that expressing their socioemotional needs is met with appropriate
regulatory support from close others. Relevant here is lifespan development research suggesting
that receiving and giving emotion-regulatory support are intimately interconnected. For example,
multiple developmental studies show that individuals who had high-quality relationships with
close others in childhood (e.g. with a caregiver) and adolescence (e.g. with close friends), where
they received effective social regulatory support, predicts the provision of effective emotion-
regulatory support to romantic partners later in life (e.g. Costello et al., 2024; Stern et al., 2024;
Lin et al., 2024). Similar patterns have been found in longitudinal studies of peer support among
college students (e.g. Stanoi et al., 2024) and of long-term, committed married couples (Gleason
et al., 2003). We therefore expected higher scores on each RBSR subscale to correlate with
higher scores on measures of the tendency to share emotions with others, and to seek and benefit

from social support (e.g. the Interpersonal Regulation Questionnaire).

Second, we considered more specific patterns of association between the beliefs assessed by the
RBSR scale and related constructs that may provide support for both its convergent and
discriminant validity. As described in Study 1 (see Table 1), regulator beliefs are thought to
vary along two dimensions: as a function of who (i.e. self as regulator vs. others as a target) and
what they are about (i.e. connection vs. emotion change). Multiple literatures provide clues as to

what kinds of socioemotional variables may relate to each of these dimensions of belief.

Let’s first consider the difference between regulator beliefs about targets and themselves as

regulators. A rich social psychological literature suggests that people have insight into their own
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behavior (Dunning et al., 2012; Zell & Krizan, 2014) even if they are sometimes biased (Pronin
et al., 2002), and that knowing what others want/need does not necessarily mean we are
motivated to and/or capable of acting on this knowledge (Zaki, 2014). As such, what regulators
believe about their capacity to provide support should be a stronger predictor of their own
behavior than should their beliefs about targets. For example, a typical individual’s tendency to
provide social support, be empathetic and less lonely should be more strongly correlated with
beliefs about themselves than with beliefs about target needs. Furthermore, affective science
research shows that individuals socially regulate others’ emotions in ways that are similar to how
we self-regulate our own emotions (Yaari et al., 2025; Matthews et al., 2021). This suggests that
independent of our own regulatory tendencies, we may form beliefs about whether and how
targets need support based on our own experiences as a target — i.e. as a function of whether, in
the past, we have received regulatory support from others for our own distress. If this is the case,
then beliefs about targets’ needs should be more strongly correlated with a regulator’s tendency
to seek and benefit from social regulatory support rather than their beliefs about themselves as a

regulator.

Let’s now consider the second belief dimension assessed by the RBSR, asking how beliefs about
connection vs. emotion change might be expected to show different patterns of association with
relevant constructs. On one hand, a potential regulator’s beliefs about connection should be
related to general tendencies to feel connected to others. For example, we would expect that
people who believe that distressed targets want to enhance connection — and that the regulator
themself can be there to provide it — are more likely to be satisfied and fulfilled by their social

connections (Crocker & Canevello, 2008) — and therefore aren’t lonely (Hawkley & Cacioppo,
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2010). If this is true, we should also expect individuals who believe that connection is important
to endorse stronger goals for closeness and provide more emotional support. On the other hand,
a potential regulator’s beliefs about emotion change should be related to their general tendencies
to experience emotional well-being and to engage in supportive behaviors that reflect care for the
emotional well-being of others. For example, we would expect that people who believe that
distressed targets want to feel better — and that the regulator themselves can help make that
happen — would be individuals who have learned the value of emotional well-being (Tamir et al.,
2007), as reflected in their reports of more positive and less negative emotions in their own life, a

greater tendency to self-regulate and a greater tendency to provide instrumental support to others.

Intriguingly, there also are reasons to believe that a typical individual’s goals for closeness with
potential targets might differentiate a regulator’s beliefs about connection and emotion change.
For instance, to the extent that emotions reflect epistemic truths about the nature of the world, as
posited by shared reality theory (Echterhoff et al., 2009; Rossignac-Milon et al., 2021), then
beliefs about connection might relate to an individual's tendency to empathize with and try to
understand the emotions of distressed targets without the regulator believing they should have an
explicit goal to change how the target feels (Zhao et al., 2025). In addition, prior research has
shown that changing emotions, in general, is facilitated by distance from the stimulus eliciting
the emotion (be it psychological and/or physical; Trope & Liberman, 2010; Powers & Labar,
2019), and that the experience of negative emotion can disrupt planning and goal-directed
behavior (Arnsten, 2015; Raio et al., 2013). As such, it is possible that regulators who believe
that they should help distressed targets change their emotions might also believe that they need

to be distant from those targets in order to do so. Such distance might lessen their own

29



583

584

585

586

587

588

589

590

591

592

593

594

595

596

597

598

599

600

601

602

603

604

605

empathic/vicarious experience of the target’s emotional pain, thereby facilitating their ability to

calmly and cooly select and implement social regulatory strategies.

Finally, to assess the discriminant validity of the RBSR scale, we expected that RBSR scores
should not be strongly correlated with at least three kinds of measures for which there are no
strong theoretical grounds to expect them to be related to a regulator’s beliefs about social
regulation, per se. First, we expected RBSR scores to be unrelated to one’s subjective social
status, given that providing emotion regulatory support to others is found across the
socioeconomic ladder (Shakespeare-Finch & Obst, 2011). Second, providing emotional support
to others is often motivated by prosocial goals, beyond making favorable social impressions
(Batson et al., 1991), suggesting that RBSR scores should not be related to measures of the
tendency to engage in socially desirable behaviors (speaking politely; dressing in an appropriate
manner). Third, we also expected that RBSR scores should not relate to measures of non-social
personality traits (e.g. openness to experience, conscientiousness and neuroticism), given there is
no clear theoretical reason to expect such traits are related to a person’s beliefs about providing
social regulatory support or what distressed targets might want from their social regulatory

attempts.

To test these possibilities, in a new group of participants we administered the RBSR scale and a
battery of individual difference questionnaires capturing the constructs of a-priori interest
described above. One set of these a-priori measures were chosen to test the RBSR scale’s
convergent validity with measures of emotion experience, expression, regulation, loneliness,

social support, prosociality, empathy and tendency to seek emotion regulatory support. A second
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set of a-priori measures tested the RBSR scale’s discriminant validity with measures of
perceived social status, social desirability and non-social personality traits. Taken together, these
assessments allowed us to comprehensively examine the RBSR scale’s convergent and
discriminant relationships with a broad array of measures. To our knowledge, other scales that
have been designed to assess aspects of social emotion regulation have not sampled as full a
range of allied constructs, with most focusing only on constructs related to emotion regulation

(e.g. Gross & John, 2003; MacCann et al., 2025).

Method

Participants

800 participants were recruited from Prolific that comprised a representative sample of the U.S.

population (Mage = 45.39 years old, SDage = 16.25 years; 49% Male; 5.89% Asian; 12.6% Black;

2% Mixed; 1.63% Other; 77.82% White).

Procedure

We included 26 questionnaires that were organized into two sets. The first set included 11

measures of a-priori interest because of their relevance for assessing the RBSR scale’s

convergent and discriminant validity. The second set included 15 additional exploratory

measures intended to account for variation in factors for which we had no a-priori hypotheses,
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but were still potentially meaningful to the study of SER. Participants also completed the 12-

item RBSR scale.

To reduce participant burden, each participant only completed one out of four sets of
questionnaires we created. Each set of questionnaires consisted of a total of four to eight
measures including a balanced proportion of a-priori measures and exploratory measures.
Because measures with more items took longer to complete than others (on average), the exact
number of measures included in each set varied so that the total time taken to complete any given
set was held constant across all sets (approximately 25 minutes)(see Supplemental Materials for
full list). We report results for the questionnaires relevant to our a-priori analyses below and for

the exploratory measures in the Supplemental Materials.

Convergent Validity: Assessing correlations of the RBSR with measures of Emotion

Experience, Expression, Regulation and Social Interaction

Modified Inclusion of Other in Self Scale. This 2-item scale was modified from the
original Inclusion of Other in Self Scale (Aron et al., 1992). The scale presents a set of images
consisting of two circles that overlap to varying degrees. One item assessed beliefs from the
regulator perspective, asking participants to indicate which set of circles best described how
close they want to be to another person who is emotionally distressed. The second item asked
participants to indicate which set of circles best described how close they think other people
want to be to another person when they are upset. The specific wording of these items was as

follows: ‘Please choose the picture below that best describes what you want when others are
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upset’ and ‘Please choose the picture below that best describes what you think others want when

they are upset’ (1 = Not at all close; 7 = Extremely close).

Emotion Experience. Participants completed the 10-item Positive (o = .93; e.g.
‘enthusiastic’) and Negative Affect (o =.91; e.g. ‘nervous’) subscales of the Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) (Watson et al., 1988) with reference to the past week (1 =

Not at all; 5 = Extremely).

Emotion Expressivity. Participants completed the 16-item Berkeley Expressivity
Questionnaire (BEQ; a = .90; e.g. “What I’m feeling is written all over my face’). All items were

rated on a 7 point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strong agree) (Gross & John, 1997).

Emotion Regulation. Participants completed the 6-item Cognitive Reappraisal subscale
(ERQ-CR; a=.72; e.g. ‘I control my emotions by changing the way I think about the situation
I’m in’) and the 4-item Suppression subscale of the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ-S;
a=.72; e.g. ‘I keep my emotions to myself’) on a 7 point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 =

Strongly agree) (Gross & John, 2003).

Providing Social Support. Participants completed the 5-item Giving Emotional Support
(0 =.92; e.g. ‘I am there to listen to other’s problems’) and 5-item Giving Instrumental Support
(0 =.86; e.g. ‘I help others when they are too busy to get everything done’) subscales of the 2-
way Social Support Scale (SSS) using a 5 point slider scale (1 = Not at all; 5 = Always)

(Shakespeare-Finch & Obst, 2011).
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Social Emotion Regulation — Tendency to seek and Perceived Efficacy. Participants
completed the 16-item Interpersonal Regulation Questionnaire (IRQ; o =.94; e.g. “When
something bad happens, my first impulse is to seek out the company of others’) using a 7 point

Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree) (Williams et al., 2018).

Prosociality. Participants completed the Adult Prosociality Scale (APS, a=.92; e.g. ‘1
share the things that [ have with my friends’) (Caprara et al., 2005) and the Altruism Scale (a
=.90; e.g. ‘I have given directions to a stranger’) (Philippe Rushton et al., 1981) using a 5 point

Likert scale (1 = Never true; 5 = Always true).

Empathy. Participants completed the 7-item Empathic Concern (o = .85; e.g.” I often
have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me’), 7-item Perspective Taking (a
=.78; e.g. ‘I try to look at everybody's side of a disagreement before I make a decision’) and 7-
item Personal Distress (o = .84; e.g. ‘I sometimes feel helpless when I am in the middle of a very
emotional situation’) subscales of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI). Every item was
answered on a 5 point Likert scale (1 = Does not describe me well; 5 = Describes very well)

(Davis, 1980).

Discriminant Validity: Correlations with measures of Perceived Social Standing, Social

Desirability and Non-social Personality Traits

34


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Oef2Ni
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cxRsR1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?I28O6u
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6cR7tD

696

697

698

699

700

701

702

703

704

705

706

707

708

709

710

711

712

713

714

715

716

717

718

Perceived Social Standing. Participants completed the 1-item Perceived Socioeconomic
Status Scale (perceived SES) on a scale of 1 (lowest status) to 10 (highest status) (Adler et al.,

2000).

Social Desirability. Participants completed the 10-item Social Desirability Scale (SDS, a
=.71; e.g. ‘At times I have really insisted on getting my own way.’) on a binary scale (1 = True;

0 = False) (Reynolds, 1982).

Non-social Personality Traits. Participants completed the 9-item Conscientiousness (o

= .88), 10-item Openness (o = .85) and 8-item Neuroticism (o = .87) subscales of the Big Five

Inventory (BFI) (John & Srivastava, 1999) using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Disagree Strongly; 5

= Agree Strongly)

Analysis Plan

To test confirmatory and discriminant relationships between regulator beliefs about social

regulation and the measures listed above, we correlated scores for each of the four RBSR belief

subscales with scores for each a-priori measure. We report correlations and associated p values

between each belief factor and a-priori measure in Table 6.

Results

Replicated Factor Structure of RBSR Scale
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Using Confirmatory Factor Analyses, we replicated the four factor structure identified in Study 1
that cumulatively explained 60% of the total variance. Fit statistics indicated that this model
provided an excellent fit for the data, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .06, 90% CI = [.05, .07]. Moreover,
this model surpasses a four factor model with uncorrelated factors, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .09,
90% CI =1.09, .10]. Similar to Study 1, the four factors possessed good reliability (as =.72
—.89; Tables 5) and weak to moderate inter-factor correlations (rs = .04 - .40, Table 6). A graph

of the item loadings and factor inter-correlations can be found in the Supplemental Materials.

Convergent validity: Each RBSR subscale positively correlated with measures of prosociality,
empathy, providing social support as well as seeking and benefitting from receiving social

support

Consistent with our hypotheses, we found that the four kinds of regulator beliefs each positively
predicted scores on measures of prosociality and empathy. In addition, each kind of belief also
predicted how much individuals reported — on average — providing social support to others as
well as how much they sought out social support from others. In other words, individuals who
tended to believe that people in distress want support (i.e. to connect and feel better) and reported
being capable of managing that distress (i.e. tending to be close to distressed others, and feeling
able to manage their emotions) were also more likely to report being prosocial, empathetic,
provide social support to others and seek out social support for themselves (Fig 3, Panel [; Table

6).
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Convergent and discriminant validity: Different dimensions of the RBSR scale predicted
different patterns of social vs. emotional outcomes, as well as different kinds of target vs.

regulator behaviors

The RBSR scale aims to distinguish beliefs along two dimensions: what the beliefs are about (i.e.
connection vs. emotion change) and who they are about (i.e. targets’ needs vs. their own capacity
to help as a regulator). We found that beliefs about connection vs. emotion change predicted
different patterns of social vs. emotional outcomes, while regulator beliefs about targets vs. their
capacity as a social regulator predicted reports of their own behavioral tendencies in the target

vs. the regulator role (Fig 3, Panel I and II).

Let’s first consider differences between beliefs about connection vs. emotion change (Fig 3.,
Panel II:A). As expected, beliefs about connection (i.e. believing targets need to connect and that
one 1s motivated to connect with targets) were more strongly correlated with having goals for
closeness, providing emotional support and being less lonely. In contrast, beliefs about emotion
change (e.g. believing more strongly that targets want help to feel better and that one can manage
targets’ emotions) was associated with providing more instrumental support to others, greater
tendency to self-regulate and experiencing more habitual positive emotions and less negative

emotions, in general.

Let’s now turn our attention to regulator beliefs about targets vs. their own capacity as a social

regulator. Consistent with our hypotheses, a potential regulator’s beliefs about targets were

correlated with measures of how they tend to behave as a target of support, relative to their
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beliefs about themselves as regulators (Fig 3, Panel I1:B). Conversely, beliefs about oneself as a
regulator were more strongly correlated with measures of one’s own behaviors and outcomes in a
regulatory role, such as measures of loneliness, empathy, prosociality, emotional well-being and

tendency to self-regulate (Fig 3, Panel 11:B).

Discriminant validity: All RBSR subscales were weakly correlated with non-social personality

traits, social desirability and perceived social status

Finally, as was expected, regulator beliefs about social regulation were not related to perceived

social status or social desirability, and they weakly track openness to experience,

conscientiousness and neuroticism (Fig 3, Panel I1:C).
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related constructs. The text highlights constructs that correlated positively with regulator beliefs

about social regulation (e.g. seeks out social regulatory support, more emotionally expressive).

The color dots below each construct indicate which specific belief(s) is/are driving relationships

with measures of interest. Panel II establishes the RBSR scale’s discriminant validity in two

ways: how regulator beliefs about social regulation tracked different outcomes depending on

what (A) and who (B) the beliefs are about; (C) constructs that weakly or did not correlate with

RBSR scores.
Regulator beliefs about ...
Their Their own perceived
Targets’ need Targets’ need  own tendency to social regulatory
Measure to connect to feel better connect efficacy
Perception of Desire
for Relational
Closeness
mlOS-self 0.3%** 0.19%** -0.17%* 0.15%*
mIOS-other 0.13 0.18%* -0.48%** 0.26%**
Emotion Experience
PANAS-P 0.06 0.3%** -0.04 0.26%**
PANAS-N 0 -0.08 -0.03 -0.14*
Loneliness -0.08 0 -0.28%*** -0.3]#%*
Emotion Expressivity
BEQ 0.23%* -0.01 -0.32%** 0.37%*x*
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SES Ladder -0.04 -0.01 -0.07 0.12

Social Desirability 0.13 0.11 0.16* -0.02

Table 6. Convergent and Discriminant Validity for the Regulator Beliefs about Social
Regulation Scale (RBSR) with adjacent constructs such as prosociality, empathy, social support

and emotion regulation. * denotes p <.05; ** denotes p <.01; *** denotes p <.001.

Discussion

In Study 2A, we sought to determine what patterns of socio-emotional behaviors and outcomes
are related to a regulator’s beliefs about social emotion regulation by testing the convergent and
discriminant validity of the RBSR scale. Overall, we found evidence that individuals with higher
RBSR scores across all 4 subscales tended to be more empathetic, more prosocial, to give more
to others (i.e. provide social support and engage in prosocial acts) and to seek out regulatory

support when they are in distress.

Key findings were also observed for the two dimensions distinguished by the scale — who vs.
what the beliefs were about. For the ‘who’ dimension, regulator beliefs about targets were better
predictors of how they themselves would behave in a target role while beliefs about their social
regulatory capacity were better predictors of their own socio-emotional well-being and how often
they provided support to others. For the ‘what” dimension, beliefs about connection were
stronger predictors of social outcomes (e.g. loneliness) while beliefs about emotion change were
stronger predictors of emotional outcomes (e.g. emotion experience). These differential

relationships provide further support that each kind of belief is theoretically distinct from each
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other. Finally, RBSR scores were only weakly correlated with measures of perceived social
status, social desirability and non-social personality traits, suggesting that the RBSR assesses a

distinct construct with a unique explanatory and predictive profile.

Implications for understanding the nature of regulator beliefs about social regulation

Our results provide further evidence that regulator beliefs about social regulation, as measured
by the RBSR scale, can be decomposed into four distinct subtypes of belief. These subtypes can
be organized by what they are about (i.e. connection vs. emotion change) or who they are about
(i.e. regulator beliefs about targets’ needs and their own capacity to meet targets’ needs), with
each belief subtype demonstrating meaningful and predicted patterns of relationship with allied
psychological and behavioral constructs. These results also provide preliminary evidence for our
core argument that regulator beliefs about social regulation play a role in determining whether
and how individuals provide emotion regulatory support to others, which may have

consequences for both targets and the regulators themselves (see Study 3).

Implications for the study of social emotion regulation

Our results also help validate a theoretical model of beliefs, and a tool — the RBSR scale — for
measuring them — that can be used to ask new questions about social emotion regulation. For
example, the RBSR scale could be used to profile the social regulatory beliefs of specific
individuals or groups (e.g. using latent profile analysis). Such a profile might be used to predict

how individuals may interact with each other (e.g. in romantic relationships, friendships or at the
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workplace), thereby offering a window into probable blind spots and strengths individuals
possess so that individuals can strengthen relationships, improve well-being and maximize
performance. In addition, having established the nature and distinctiveness of the four kinds of
beliefs assessed by the RBSR scale, we might also ask how one comes to have a particular
pattern of social regulatory beliefs. For instance, longitudinal studies could ask whether we
acquire some of these beliefs by acting as a regulator, by being a target, or both? We could also
ask under what circumstances do the beliefs assessed by the scale, such as the tendency to
connect with targets, reap emotional benefits for the regulator? Such analysis can inform current
debates in the prosociality literature — on the boundary conditions of the “helper’s high” (Hui et
al., 2020) — and in the close relationships literature — e.g. when we sacrifice emotional benefits to
feel close to our partner (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2008). Although our cross-sectional design does
not permit us to tease these intriguing possibilities apart, our results set the stage for future

research that could answer these questions.

Implications for the use of Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation (RBSR) scale

Our results provide evidence for the convergent and discriminant validity of the RBSR scale.
Given that the RBSR - as a single measure - predicted potentially beneficial patterns of
emotional experience, regulation, social support and prosociality, researchers might consider
using the RBSR scale as a “one-stop” measure to capture constructs related to social emotion
regulation in lieu of deploying a battery of other questionnaires. Here, it should be noted that
most other questionnaires assessing aspects of SER tend to sample constructs from affective

science rather than from allied work on relationship science (e.g. on social support and close

44



858

859

860

861

862

863

864

865

866

867

868

869

870

871

872

873

874

875

876

877

878

879

880

relationships). By contrast, design of the RBSR was informed by both literatures (Arican-Dinc
& Gable; Finkel et al., 2017; Reeck et al., 2016). In other words, we tested a wider range of
relationships with a diverse array of constructs beyond only affective science or relationship

science.

Study 2B: Variability of Beliefs about Social Regulation: Test-retest Reliability of the

RBSR Scale

In Study 2A, we described how four types of regulator beliefs about social regulation were
associated with patterns of socio-emotional behavior and well-being. In Study 2B, we used the
same sample to examine another key aspect of regulator beliefs — their stability vs. variability
across time. Testing the stability of RBSR scores provides information about the scale’s test-
retest reliability and suitability as a measure of stable individual differences. As such, assessing
variance in RBSR scores over time can inform questions about whether some or all of the beliefs
assessed by the RBSR can be characterized as stable person-level variables (or trait-like
tendencies) vs. variables whose expression depends on the situation (i.e. a person-by-situation

variable).

One can frame two competing hypotheses about the temporal variability vs. stability of regulator
beliefs about social regulation. One is that these beliefs are — in general — stable over time.
According to theories of schemas (Bartlett & Kintsch, 1995; Piaget & Cook, 1952; Tulving,
1972), beliefs reflect knowledge gleaned from learned statistical regularities that have been

generalized across multiple instances. Once formed, schemas are thought to enable efficient
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processing of incoming information, often biasing information processing to be schema-
consistent, which makes any kind of schematic knowledge resistant to change (Piaget, 1962). On
this view, regulator beliefs about social regulation could reflect stable general tendencies, learned
over time, that cross-cut situations, serving to facilitate inferences about one’s own and a targets’
mental states during social regulatory interactions including guiding retrieval of potentially

appropriate support responses to targets’ distress given the current situation.

Alternatively, it is possible that regulator beliefs will demonstrate significant variability over
time. Support for this possibility comes from measurement theories of personality suggesting
that different situations may foreground - or afford the expression of - different aspects of
generalized knowledge. For example, research on implicit attitudes suggests that recent
experiences can influence the accessibility of racial attitudes for a given person (Payne et al.,
2017; Payne & Hannay, 2021) such that one can express different attitudes about the same social
target depending on the context in which they are perceived. Decades of research on attribution
highlight another potential reason regulator beliefs may vary - moods can impact judgements of
various kinds. For example, experiencing higher stress can increase the tendency to make
negative attributions about others’ behavior (Clore & Huntsinger, 2007; Goldring & Bolger,
2022) and increase one’s tendency to withdraw from social interactions (daSilva et al., 2021).
Taken together, these literatures suggest that a regulator’s beliefs about social regulation could
vary significantly across time depending on the quality of recent social interactions and one’s

internal state.
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That said, although it is possible that each of the four different types of belief sampled by the
RBSR scale may demonstrate different patterns of stability across time as a function of what and
who the beliefs are about, we did not have any a-priori hypotheses about the direction of such

potential effects.

As a test of these possibilities, we administered the RBSR scale twice, three months apart, to the
same participants. We chose the duration of three months for two reasons: it is considered a long
enough duration to be immune to local effects of any one context (Polit, 2014) and it is
commonly used as a duration for test-retest reliability in questionnaires of social emotion

regulation (e.g. Williams et al., 2018).

Method

Participants

Of the 800 participants for study 2A, 596 completed the follow-up RBSR questionnaire at Time
2, 3 months later. Compared to the initial Time 1 sample, the Time 2 subsample demonstrated
similar demographics with respect to age (Mage = 49.94 years old, SDage = 15.65 years), sex
(48.32% Male) and ethnicity (5.56% Asian; 10.61% Black; 1.35% Mixed; 79.63% White).
Following prior research (Guadagnoli & Velicer, 1988; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013; Williams et
al., 2018), a sample size of 300 to 400 participants is adequately powered to detect small-to-

medium effects in multiple regression analyses with two to eight regressors.

Measures
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Participants completed the same 12-item RBSR questionnaire that assessed 4 regulator beliefs
about (a) targets’ need for connection; (b) targets’ need to feel better; (c) their tendency to

connect with targets and (d) their own social regulatory efficacy.

Analytic Plan

To examine test-retest reliability, we calculated the intraclass coefficient for participant scores on
the RBSR scale from the two different time points. Intraclass coefficients are the gold standard
for assessing test-retest reliability as it can not only reveal relative relationships but also absolute
agreement (i.e. scores are the same on each questionnaire). We used a two-way mixed effects
model with a single measurement of each RBSR subscale. Following Koo and Li (2016), values
less than 0.5, between 0.5 and 0.75, between 0.75 and 0.9, and greater than 0.90 are indicative of

poor, moderate, good, and excellent reliability, respectively.

Results

Each of the four types of regulator beliefs had varying degrees of test-retest reliability over a 3-
month period (Table 7). First, beliefs about targets’ need for connection demonstrated poor test-
retest reliability (ICC = .45). Second, both regulator beliefs about targets’ need to feel better and
their own tendency to connect with targets demonstrated moderate test-retest reliability (ICC
=.61). Finally, regulator beliefs about their own social regulatory efficacy had good test-retest

reliability (ICC = .73).

Regulator beliefs about Test-retest reliability (ICC)

Targets’ need to connect A48 [.41, .54]

48


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lOzYWe

947

948

949

950

951

952

953

954

955

956

957

958

959

960

961

962

963

964

965

966

Targets’ need to feel better .61 [.57, .66]
Their own tendency to connect with targets .61 [.56, .66]

Their self-perceived social regulatory efficacy 73 [.69, .77]

Table 7. Test-retest reliability of the RBSR Scale (3 Month Follow-up; N = 596). We calculated
test-retest reliability using a two-way mixed effects model with a single measurement of each

RBSR subscale (Shrout & Fleiss, 1970; Koo and Li, 2016).

Discussion

In study 2B, we asked: how stable are regulator beliefs about social regulation over time? We
found that the four kinds of beliefs assessed by the RBSR exhibited different degrees of stability.
Beliefs about targets’ need to connect were very variable over time, and beliefs about targets’
need to feel better and the regulator’s own tendency to connect with targets were somewhat
variable, suggesting that these beliefs may be more state than trait-like. Only a regulator’s
beliefs about their own social regulatory efficacy had sufficient psychometric test-retest

reliability to be considered a trait-like, person-level variable.

What might explain these results? Let’s first examine the low-moderate test-retest reliability
scores of the three regulator beliefs about others’ needs (to connect and feel better) as well as
their motivation to be close to targets. These results mean that across the two time points, RBSR
scores for these three types of beliefs varied either in level of endorsement, pattern of
endorsement across items and/or variance in endorsement of items. Such variability cannot be

explained by the lack of internal validity, which was established in Study 1 (see Table 2-4), or
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random error, which has been factored into the intraclass correlation coefficient calculation.
Given that a duration of three months likely removes local effects attributable to any one specific
context (Koo & Li, 2016), these results are consistent with the interpretation that much of what a
regulator believes about social regulation reflects construals situated within one’s current social
situation(s) and/or influenced by one’s current moods or levels of stress. For example,
situational variability could influence RBSR subscale scores if, at the first measurement
timepoint, an individual filled out the RBSR scale after patiently listening to their best friend rant
about an absent girlfriend, whereas at the second measurement timepoint they might have
completed the RBSR scale right after talking business with their aloof manager at work. In like
fashion, if a given individual is feeling low stress at time 1 but very stressed at time 2, then their
reported beliefs about connecting with someone else’s distress may wax and wane over time.
These simple examples highlight that what we believe others might want may be heavily
dependent on recent conversation partners, the topics of conversations and one’s internal states.
As noted above, variability in beliefs and attitudes over time is not uncommon — research on
implicit racial attitudes, for example, has demonstrated that measurements of racism are highly
variable when assessed at the individual level (Payne et al., 2017), presumably because of
significant day-to-day variability in any given person’s experiences that might promote positive
or negative racial attitudes. Taken together, the present results are consistent with the idea that
what is most mentally accessible can influence how we perceive others’ needs and our capacity

to provide regulatory support (Higgins, 2012; Bargh et al., 1986).

That said, it is notable that a regulator’s belief about their confidence in managing others’

distress was shown to be stable over time, which begs the question as to whether there is
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something different about this type of belief. This result can be interpreted in at least two ways.
First, it is consistent with the idea that these beliefs derive from stable schematic knowledge
about oneself. On this view, confidence about how well one can regulate someone else’s
emotions at may be particularly stable because it is akin to a general sense of self-efficacy, which
reflects positive and stable beliefs about the self-derived from repeated successes at attaining
goals (Bandura, 1962; Robins & Beer, 2001). Such beliefs may also tend to be sticky and stable
because people are motivated to see themselves in a good light (Baumeister, 2010; Sanitioso &
Wiodarski, 2004; Elder et al., 2022). Second, it is also possible we obtained these results
because the items on this subscale — relative to the three other RBSR subscales — may rely on
memory retrieval of specific confirmatory instances and general semantic knowledge about
oneself. For example, items like, “I’ve helped friends get through tough times” may encourage
people to selectively retrieve specific instances of having helped someone, or “I know I can be a
good listener” encourage people to rely on distilled semantic knowledge about oneself, and
memories of such instances are stable over time (Speer & Delgado, 2020; Piaget, 1962). To test
this possibility, future research could measure individuals’ perceived efficacy at regulating

others’ emotions in different situations.

Taken together, these results may make sense if social emotion regulation often happens in the
context of specific emotional events that happen, in turn, within the context of specific close
relationships (Chughtai, Gendron & Clark, submitted). If this is the case, then it would be
adaptive for a regulator’s beliefs to be attuned to the characteristics of specific targets, the

regulator’s relationship to them, and the target’s specific emotional experiences — all of which
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could lead the regulator’s beliefs about social regulation to vary across time as a function of

these variables. We tested this possibility in Study 3.
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Study 3A: Are Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation Sensitive to Situational

Variability in Daily Life?

Study 2B found that regulator beliefs significantly varied across a 3-month period, raising the
possibility that they are situationally sensitive. In Study 3A, we had two aims. First, we sought to
quantify the extent to which these beliefs vary across time, in daily life. Second, we tested
whether such variability is sensitive to a theoretically important feature of social regulatory
situations — namely, the intensity of targets’ negative emotional distress. To address these aims
we used a daily diary design to assess a social regulator’s beliefs within the contexts of a specific

close relationship and specific daily emotional events.

Here we should note that when designing this study, we reasoned that two different approaches
could be taken to addressing the potential situational variance in regulator beliefs. We could
focus on specific types of everyday situations (e.g. work vs. home, social vs. non-social, etc.) or
we could focus on what we see — from an emotion regulation perspective — as the key aspect of
them — namely, the emotions targets experience within a given situation. The focus on emotions
rather than other kinds of situational factors also was motivated by appraisal theories of emotion
positing that even in the same ostensively objective situational context, individuals may
experience different emotions because of the way they subjectively evaluate — or appraise — the
meaning of it to them. Given that an overarching premise of this paper is that a social regulator’s
beliefs should be consequential for whether and how they respond to a target’s emotional

distress, for this first attempt at unpacking situational variance in regulator beliefs, we thought it

53



1038

1039

1040

1041

1042

1043

1044

1045

1046

1047

1048

1049

1050

1051

1052

1053

1054

1055

1056

1057

1058

1059

1060

reasonable to focus on variance in target emotions. With all of these considerations in mind, we
considered how regulator beliefs about targets’ needs and their own capacity to help may vary as

a function of targets’ negative affect.

First, we predicted that a regulator’s beliefs about targets’ needs are sensitive to — and therefore
may vary as a function of — the intensity of negative emotions targets are experiencing.
Theoretically, negative affect intensity signals the need for engagement of coping resources to
facilitate a return to emotional equilibrium (Folkman et al., 1986), and multiple empirical studies
demonstrate that the greater the intensity of negative affect one experiences, the more likely one
is to try to use a self-regulation strategy (Sheppes et al., 2011) or to receive regulatory support
from others (Haque et al., 2025) in order to change those emotions. When targets experience
more intense negative emotional experiences, they may be more likely to express their emotions
verbally and non-verbally (Bachorowski & Owren, 1995; Gross & John, 1997), which may
signal to potential regulators a need for support. As a consequence, in order to appropriately
calibrate their assessment of whether support should be provided, regulators may update their
moment-to-moment beliefs about target needs based on their perception of the nature and
intensity of target emotions (Zaki et al., 2008; Shu et al, 2021). This may be particularly true for
close relationships, where communal norms of care are prevalent (Clark & Finkel, 2005; Clark &
Mills, 1993) and individuals in the regulator role may be motivated to provide emotion
regulatory support when it is most needed. If, however, regulator beliefs are not sensitive to
situational changes in target emotion, then we would not expect a regulator’s beliefs about target

needs to correlate with a target’s reports of how intense their negative emotions are.
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Second, we predicted that regulator beliefs about their own social regulatory tendencies will vary
as a function of the intensity of targets’ negative affect. Here we drew on stress and coping
theories positing that — in negative emotional contexts — we make an assessment of whether we
have the resources to effectively cope. Whether we believe we have the resources/ability to
effectively cope determines whether the current situation is seen as a “challenge” we can meet or
a “threat” that can overwhelm (Blascovich & Mendes, 2001). Putting a social spin on this
theory, and following evidence that individuals are motivated to genuinely care in a close
relationship (Finkel et al., 2017; Mills & Clark, 2013), we reasoned that there are two ways that
target emotions could relate to regulator beliefs about how they can and should respond. One
possibility is that when targets feel worse, regulators will see these strong negative emotions as a
challenge they can meet and as a consequence will report being motivated to be close to the
target and will be more confident in their ability to regulate their distressed partner. A second
possibility is that regulators may not feel capable of regulating their partner’s strong negative
emotions, and will report lesser motivation to be close and to offer support. Such a pattern of
results would be consistent with the personal distress argument from the empathy literature:
regulators could feel overwhelmed with their own negative reactions to others being extremely
upset, and choose to physically and psychologically distance themselves from targets (Batson,
1981; Williams & Bargh, 2008). That said, a third possibility is that regulator beliefs about their
own regulatory tendencies will be unrelated to the intensity of targets’ negative affect. Such a
result would be consistent with theories from the self-perception and memory schema literatures,
where beliefs about oneself may be quite stable given that they are generalized over past
interactions and individuals are motivated to see themselves in a positive light (e.g. Taylor &

Brown, 1988; Robins & Beer, 2001).
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Furthermore, we expected that regulator beliefs about targets’ needs will be more sensitive to
how bad targets feel than are regulator beliefs about their own capacity to help. As posited in
Study 1, the function of beliefs about whether targets need support is to be grounded — as much
as possible — in the reality of targets’ emotional experience (Gregory et al., 2020), whereas the
nature of beliefs about one’s own capacity to help reflects self-views — which generally tend to
be more stable across contexts. If this is true, then beliefs about targets’ needs should be
anchored to targets’ negative emotional experience more strongly than are a regulator’s beliefs
about their own capacity to help, even if both of these kinds of beliefs are sensitive to targets’

negative affect overall.

With these considerations in mind, we sought to test two specific hypotheses in this study. First,
regulator beliefs should systematically vary with targets’ negative affect: when targets report
feeling more negative, regulators will believe more strongly that targets need regulatory support
and that they are capable of providing regulatory support to them. Second, what a regulator
believes about targets’ needs should be more sensitive to targets’ negative affect than are the
regulator’s beliefs about their own capacity to provide regulatory support. We tested these ideas
about how regulator beliefs vary in the context of one of the most ubiquitous and consequential
real world contexts where SER takes place (Liu et al., 2021) — romantic relationships. Such
relationships are important because they involve a high degree of self-disclosure (Reis et al.,
1998) and the emotions we experience in them matter because they directly influence our long-
term well-being (Sbarra & Coan, 2018; Clark & Grote, 2003; Finkel et al., 2017). As such, we

used daily diaries to assess patterns of emotions and regulatory beliefs and behaviors in romantic
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relationships. In numerous prior studies, daily diaries have proven effective for tracking patterns
of emotions and support behaviors across time and in naturalistic contexts (Bolger &

Laurenceau, 2013).

Method

Participants

We recruited a total of 122 adult romantic couples from the U.S. The sample consisted of
variable ages (Mage = 33.14 years, SDage= 11.25 years), relationship lengths (M = 8.18 years, SD
= 8.79 years) and sexuality (79% Man-Woman, 3% Man-Man, 5% Woman-Woman and 13%

Other).

Procedure

Recruitment. Between January 2023 and May 2023, we recruited romantic couples in
the U.S. through social media sites (e.g. Reddit and Facebook), community flyering and Prolific.
There were three criteria to participate in the study: must be (a) 21 years old and above; (b)
fluent in English and (c) have been together with their partner for at least 6 months. These

criteria are consistent with research on adult romantic relationships (McGorray et al., 2023).

Prescreening. Interested participants filled out a 3 minute prescreening. This survey

asked participants about their English proficiency, relationship duration and availability for a 10-
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minute study briefing over Zoom. The prescreening also anonymously tracked participants’

geolocation so that the study team could ascertain that they resided in the U.S..

Baseline survey. Participants that met the eligibility criteria from the prescreener were
invited to participate in a 20-minute baseline survey. This survey assessed participants’ general
tendency to self-regulate, seek out social regulatory support and their relationship quality with

their romantic partner.

Study briefing. Research assistants from the study team conducted a 10-minute study
briefing over Zoom. This briefing served two purposes. First, it allowed participants to
understand how to operate and onboard onto LifeData, the mobile application that hosted the
daily diary surveys. Second, the research team could ensure that participants understood how to
report their own and their partners’ emotional experiences, as well as what they could and could
not discuss. Participants were explicitly instructed not to discuss their responses to any parts of
the survey other than which events they planned to report. Participants that failed to understand

the study instructions were disqualified from the study.

Daily diaries. Participants began a 21-day daily diary protocol the day after completing
the study briefing. Participants received a 10-minute survey at 8pm each night and had until 3am
of the next morning to complete it. Participants were not allowed to retrospectively answer
previous nights’ surveys. Prior research has demonstrated that 21 days is a sufficient time
window to capture meaningful variance in emotions and social support behaviors (Zee et al.,

2021; Goldring et al., 2022)
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1153 There were two parts to each daily diary (Fig. 4): one part asked participants when they
1154  played a ‘target’ role (i.e. expressed a negative emotional experience to their partner) while the
11565  other part asked participants when they played a ‘regulator’ role (i.e. heard their partner express
1156  a negative emotional experience to them). Prior to completing each night’s survey, each

1157  participant identified a negative emotional experience they expressed to their partner and a
11568  negative emotional experience they had heard their partner express to them, if any. Both partners
1159  agreed on the negative emotional experience they had heard from their partner (i.e. the negative
1160  emotional experience partner A reported expressing to partner B is the negative emotional

1161  experience partner B reported hearing from partner A). This alignment in event reports was
1162  critical in order to obtain dyadic perspectives on the same event in our analyses. Participants
1163  were only restricted to report negative emotional experiences that had happened to them

1164  individually (e.g. work stress). To keep the data as interpretable as possible, we did not allow
1165  participants to report shared emotional stressors, which may be qualitatively different from
1166  individual stressors (Almeida et al., 2005).

1167

1168 If a participant did not express a negative emotional experience to their partner on a
1169  particular day, they were directed to a survey on how they self-regulated their emotions. This
1170  survey is not of key interest to us; it was designed as a counterbalanced survey requiring

1171  equivalent effort to discourage avoidance of the main survey.

1172

1173 All study protocols were approved by Columbia University’s Institutional Review Board.

1174  Participants were compensated a maximum of $30 per person upon full completion of the

59



1175

1176

1177

1178

1179

1180

1181

1182

1183

1184

1185

1186

baseline survey and at least 18 out of 21 daily diaries. Participants were compensated via

Amazon gift cards.

21-day dyadic daily diary

Event1
(Regulator Role) .

Event 2
(Regulator Role)

< Prompt View 4 Prompt View

Briefly describe the upsetting Briefly describe what they

experience you shared with shared with you.

your partner.

Back oK p— oK N =119 couples

Fig 4. Schematic of dyadic daily diary design for Study 3A and Study 3B. Each night,

participants were prompted to (a) report an upsetting experience they had shared with their

partner (if any) (i.e. target role) and (b) report an upsetting experience their partner had shared

with them (if any) (i.e. regulator role). Participants were instructed to report their perspective on

the same events, thereby providing dyadic accounts of specific interactions (inter-rater agreement

assessed by three research assistants, I[CC =.99). Study 3A’s analyses included measures of

target reports of the intensity of their negative emotional experience and regulator reports of their

beliefs about their partner’s needs for support and their own capacity to regulate their partner.
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1187  Study 3B’s analyses included the same measures of regulator beliefs, target perceptions of how
1188  their partner responded (i.e. SER strategies) as well as how close and bad they felt after

1189 interacting with their partner.

1190

1191  Measures

1192

1193 Emotion-eliciting situation. Participants addressed this question in both a target and
1194  regulator role. In the target role, participants indicated if they had expressed anything upsetting
1195  to their partner (1=Yes; 0=No) and briefly described the emotional experience they had shared
1196  with their partner. In the regulator role, participants indicated if their partner had expressed
1197  anything upsetting to them (1=Yes; 0=No) and briefly described the emotional experience they
1198  heard from their partner. Analyses were only conducted on the responses that matched within a
1199  couple on any given day.

1200

1201 Regulator beliefs about social regulation. Participants reported on their beliefs about
1202 their partner’s needs as well as their capacity to help their partner in a regulator role. To reduce
1203  participant burden, we shortened the 12-item RBSR scale to assess momentary beliefs by picking
1204  the highest loading and face-valid item(s) of each kind of belief.

1205 Beliefs about the target's need to connect. Participants rated the item ‘I thought
1206  that they wanted to feel heard’ on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

1207 Beliefs about the target’s need to feel better. Participants rated the item ‘I

1208  thought that they wanted advice on how to deal with the situation’ on a scale of 1 (Strongly

1209  disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).
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Beliefs about the regulator’s own tendency to connect with targets. Participants
rated 3 items (i.e. ‘I tried to avoid them’; ‘I preferred to leave my partner alone’; ‘I gave my
partner space’) on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Given initial concerns
about the items used to assess the construct validity of this belief, we included all items so that
we may intentionally assess its reliability of change over time.

Beliefs about the regulator’s own social regulatory efficacy. Participants rated
the item ‘I felt like I could be there for them’ on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly

agree).

Targets’ Negative Affect. In the target role, participants reported their negative affect by
rating the item ‘How upsetting was this experience?’ from a scale of 1 (Not at all upsetting) to 5

(Extremely upsetting).

Analytic Strategy

We removed 4 participants whose partner did not successfully onboard onto the daily diary
study. Our final sample consisted of 119 couples. All measures were re-scaled for easy
interpretation (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). Regulator-reported beliefs rescaled between 0 to 1
and target’ negative affect was rescaled between 0 to 10. All predictor variables (i.e. targets’
negative affect) were also person-centered. Variation in regulator beliefs was operationalized as
the within-person, within-belief standard deviation across the 21 days for ratings made when
participants were responding in the regulator role. To test whether regulator beliefs were

sensitive to the intensity of target’s reported negative affect, we computed four mixed-effects
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models with random slopes and intercepts. Targets’ momentary negative affect intensity was the

predictor variable and each regulator belief was the dependent variable.

We used Bayesian estimation because it enabled us to make direct probability statements about
hypothesized effects in our models (Van De Schoot et al., 2017). In contrast, frequentist
probability statements are about how unusual the observed data are compared to other possible
datasets that could have been observed, while remaining silent about the parameters themselves.
Bayesian estimation instead allows us to think probabilistically, which aligns with rising
concerns about binary significance testing because it encourages us to think distributionally
rather than in binary terms (Wagenmakers, 2007; Dienes, 2011). This is made possible because
Bayesian posteriors is a distribution with a measure of central tendency (e.g. mean, median,
mode) and a spread. We choose the value of 90% probability that the mean is above (or below)
zero to make statements about differences in a binary sense. We chose this value because it is the
point at which a visible amount of the distribution can be seen in graphic representations of the
posterior distributions and has been used in repeated measurement studies (e.g. Goldring et al.,

2022; Digiovanni et al., 2024).

Results

Descriptive statistics
Out of 21 daily diaries, participants completed an average of 16.85 entries and a median number
of 19 entries (83.7% of maximum participation rate). An average of 13 days were instances of

social emotion regulation (i.e. participants expressed a negative emotional experience to their
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partner). In addition, our three-item composite measure of regulator tendency to connect with

targets had excellent reliability of change (Rc =.99).

We found that each regulator belief varied for each individual on a daily basis within a specific
close relationship (SDR’S beliefs about targets’ need to connect = 0.1 6, SDR's beliefs about targets’ need to feel better =
024, SDR:s beliefs about their tendency to connect — 0. 15, SDRs beliefs about their social regulatory efficacy = 0.1 9) There
was heterogeneity in the between-person variability of these beliefs, with some individuals’
beliefs varied only occasionally (Fig 5, top panel) while some individuals’ beliefs varied a lot

(Fig 5, bottom panel).

Critically, we found that the variability of regulator beliefs was predicted by the intensity of
targets’ negative affect: When targets reported feeling more negative, regulators believed more
that their partner needed regulatory support and that they were capable of providing regulatory
support to their partners (Fig 6). This effect was strongest for beliefs about targets’ needs (brargets
need to connect = 0.01 [0.01, 0.02]; bTargets’ need to feel better = 0.02 [0.01, 0.02]), and to a lesser extent for
regulator beliefs about their capacity to provide regulatory support (br’s tendency to connect = 0.0025 [-

0.00008, 0.00519]; br’s social regulatory efficacy = 0.00384 [-0.00028, 0.00795]).

64



1274

1275

1276

1277

1278

1279

Aujigeriep moq

Aujiqersen ‘pa

T
@

>
s
3
o

o
5
<

T;Snzzlrf:fstca)bg;r:rzzgr R's beliefs about their
withyt argets social regulatory efficacy
8-
00 00 9000000 & & 000 L] LLJ .0 e o0 *e o0 ® 9000 & & 000 e ® G000 eee o L]
L] . LLJ L] * o L] . Ll
44 .
0..
8-
. L] LLJ Ll . L . .e o
e 00 o L] L] 0o . L] L] .
Q .
34 :
>
0-
84
L] L1 . L] L e oo e
oo . . L] LN
L] L] L] L] L] L] e o L]
4 4 . .
LLJ L] . L]
(L L] oo
0- T T T T T T T T T T
1 7 14 21 1 7 4 14 21 1 7 14 21
time

Fig S. This figure illustrates people’s daily reports of their beliefs about social regulation when in

the regulator role for their partner. Each row represents a specific kind of regulator with

generally low, medium and high variability of beliefs. Each column corresponds to one kind of

belief. R = regulator.
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Fig 6. This plot represents the estimated effect of a unit increase in targets’ negative affect on
what regulators believed their partners needed and whether they were capable of providing
support to their partners. For each plot, the dot on the x axis refers to the fixed effect and the
bolded line refers to the 95% credibility interval of the fixed effect. Each distribution represents a
Bayesian multilevel model’s estimate of the population posterior distribution of effects for a unit
increase in targets’ negative affect on the strength of each kind of regulator belief. The further
the distribution is from 0 (red line), the more confident we can be in the effect. The largest
increases were observed for regulator’s beliefs about whether targets needed support (Panels A
and B, on left). Smaller but significant increases also were seen in regulator’s beliefs that they

were capable of providing support to targets (Panels C and D, on right).
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Discussion

Study 3A was motivated by the observation in Study 2B that regulator beliefs about social
regulation may vary across time in a specific close relationship and sought to test the hypothesis
that these beliefs may vary in part because they are sensitive to the time-varying intensity of
negative emotions experienced by targets. There were three key takeaways from this study.
First, as in Study 2B, we saw that regulator beliefs about social regulation did, indeed, vary over
time. Second, such variability was systematic, showing theoretically predicted and meaningful
sensitivity to time-varying fluctuations in target’s reported emotional distress. This result is
consistent with, and extends to a social context, prior work showing that the strength of negative
emotions motivates regulatory attempts, in general (Matthews et al., 2021; Sheppes et al., 2014).
Third, as target emotional distress waxed and waned over time, regulator beliefs that targets
needed support waxed and waned accordingly. Notably, regulator beliefs about their own
capacity to help were less sensitive to target distress, such that when targets reported feeling
more negative, regulators reported feeling more capable of providing regulatory support, but this

effect size was much smaller relative to changes seen for beliefs about targets’ needs.

Taken together, these results show that regulators flexibly translate their perception of targets’
emotional states into beliefs about targets’ needs for regulatory support and, and to a lesser
extent, also adjust assessments of their capacity to meet targets’ needs (Fiske & Taylor, 2020;
Frith & Frith, 2012). As such, these results support the view that what regulators believe about
social regulatory interactions are in some ways variable and are in some ways stable. On one

hand, beliefs about what targets need varied significantly, as shown by their strong correlation
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with the intensity of target negative emotions. This evidence supports the hypothesis that the
function of regulator beliefs about target needs is to detect the need to provide regulatory support
and motivate individuals to rise up to the “challenge” of caring for a close other. On the other
hand, their beliefs about their own capacity to help meet these needs were not as closely tied to
target emotions, suggesting they may also reflect a more stable sense of regulatory efficacy
generalized across social interactions (Bandura, 1982). This result is noteworthy given that the
items themselves were framed in a context-specific manner, suggesting that beliefs about one’s

own capacity to provide support is relatively more stable.

Study 3B: How do Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation Relate to Real-World

Outcomes? Predictive Validity of the RBSR Scale in Daily Life

In Study 3A, we found that regulator beliefs about social regulation were sensitive to context,
particularly the intensity of targets’ negative emotions. In Study 3B, we asked whether and how
such variability related to how regulators actually behaved towards targets, and subsequently,
how targets felt - both emotionally and relationally. By doing so, we aimed to test the predictive

validity of the RBSR scale in real-world close relationships.

How might a regulator’s beliefs relate to how they respond to specific moments when targets are
in distress and the outcomes targets subsequently experience? To formulate potential answers to
this question, we drew upon multiple literatures, ranging from affective science, to close

relationships, empathy/prosociality, attachment theory and the study of mere presence.
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Across affective science and close relationships research, there are chiefly two kinds of strategies
social regulators can use. The first are strategies that seek to enhance connection between the
regulator and target. Such strategies include validation (Sahi et al., 2023), encouragement of
social sharing (Swerdlow & Johnson, 2022; MacCann et al., 2025) and emotional support
(Burleson, 2003; Brown et al., 2003). The second kind are strategies that seek to change targets’
emotions by altering their exposure to, or modifying their appraisals of, emotion-eliciting stimuli
or events. Such strategies include situation modification (Reeck et al., 2016; Swerdlow &
Johnson, 2022), instrumental support (Brown et al., 2003) and social reappraisals (Sahi et al.,
2021; Swerdlow & Johnson, 2022; Niven et al., 2011), all of which either directly or indirectly

have the effect of changing targets emotions.

Both emotional and social outcomes have also been studied in the SER literature, but rarely have
they been studied together. For example, SER research rooted in the affective science literature
has focused on how bad targets feel after interacting with the regulator (e.g. Liu et al., 2021;
Tran et al., 2024), while SER research rooted in the close relationships literature tends to
measure social outcomes such as how close targets feel to the regulator (e.g. Digiovanni et al.,
2021; Raiders & Riedinger, 2023). Few studies have jointly examined both outcomes in one
study and modelled the interdependence between them (c.f. Digiovanni et al., 2021). Such an
analysis would be theoretically meaningful as feeling better can co-occur with feeling closer by
fulfilling human’s expectations of social proximity (e.g. Beckes and Coan, 2011). Or, emotional
and social outcomes may be independent, such as when supportive conversations about chronic
emotional stressors may increase feelings of closeness, but may not necessarily decrease

negative affect about the situation itself (O’Brien & DeLongis, 1997).

69



1361

1362

1363

1364

1365

1366

1367

1368

1369

1370

1371

1372

1373

1374

1375

1376

1377

1378

1379

1380

1381

1382

1383

This set-up allows us to consider how regulator beliefs influence the selection and
implementation of SER strategies as well as targets’ social and emotional outcomes. We sought

to test three broad hypotheses.

First, in line with the process model of social emotion regulation, we predicted that when
regulators believe that targets want regulatory support and also feel more capable of providing
that support to targets, regulators will use more strategies that enhance connection and change
targets’ emotional appraisals. Subsequently, targets will report feeling better and closer to the
regulator. We tested this hypothesis by estimating to what extent regulators’ use of strategies

mediated the relationship between regulator beliefs and target outcomes.

Second, in line with our theoretical model of different kinds of regulator beliefs, we expected
that there would be specific relationships between regulator beliefs and the use of particular
strategies, with what and who the beliefs are about influencing which strategies regulators select.
First, let us consider what the beliefs are about (e.g. connection vs. emotion change). If regulator
beliefs about connection are about facilitating closeness, then we would expect that when
regulators have stronger beliefs about connection (i.e. believe that targets want connection and
feel more motivated to connect with targets), then regulators will be more likely to use strategies
that enhance connection, but not necessarily use strategies that seek to change targets’ emotions.
Such a hypothesis is supported by shared reality theory — if emotions are epistemic truths (Tamir,
2016; Echterhoff et al., 2009), changing a target’s exposure to and/or appraisals of the situation

could disrupt connection. Consequently, we should expect targets to feel both better and closer
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to the regulator in general, in line with other empirical findings on the average emotional and
social benefits of empathic sharing (Rimé et al., 2020). On the other hand, if the function of
regulator beliefs about emotion change is to motivate sensitive responding, then we would expect
when regulators have stronger beliefs about emotion change (i.e. believe that targets want help
changing their emotions and regulators feel confident in doing so), then regulators will be more
likely to use strategies that enhance connection and seek to change targets’ emotions. This
should subsequently lead to targets feeling better and closer to the target as well, in line with
evidence that attempts to change targets’ appraisal of a situation can lead to relational and
emotional benefits when done sensitively (i.e. perceived responsiveness literature; Maisel &

Gable, 2009; Jurkiewicz et al, 2023)

Now, let’s consider who the beliefs are about (e.g. beliefs about targets’ needs vs. regulators’
capacity to provide support). In line with the prosociality and empathy literatures (Batson et al.,
1991; Meyer & Mulherin, 1980), we expect that both attributions about targets’ mental states and
a regulators’ own capacity to help are important predictors of what kinds of strategies regulators
select. If regulator beliefs about targets’ needs reflect their in-the-moment attributions about
what targets want (to connect and to change how they feel), then these beliefs should predict
their use of strategies that both enhance connection and seek to change target emotions.
Similarly, if what regulators believe about their own capacity to help reflects their motivation to
be close to the target and their confidence in managing the target’s distress, then these beliefs

should predict their use of strategies that enhance connection and change target emotions.
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Finally, we also hypothesized that regulator beliefs will have a direct effect on target outcomes
independent of the explicit strategies used. Such theorizing is supported by empirical research on
the “mere presence” effect: when people feel negative, being in the presence of others comforts
them (Coan, 2006; Bratec et al., 2020; Mobbs et al., 2022). Putting a social spin on this theory, it
is possible that knowing that others are there for you can improve how one feels — a “mere
knowing” effect (Gordon & Diamond, 2023). Furthermore, attachment theory would suggest that
activating mental representations of one’s partner — simply by being in their presence without
any use of explicit strategies — is enough to buffer negative affect (Eisenberger et al., 2011;
Selcuk et al., 2012; Zayas et al., 2025). If this logic is correct, then targets may report feeling
better and closer to the regulator — independent of any strategy use — simply because regulators
believe that targets want regulatory support and feel capable of providing support. Consequently,

simply knowing that the regulator cares can have emotion-regulatory effects.

To test these hypotheses, we used the same data from study 3A. We tested our hypotheses with a

Bayesian multilevel mediation model that enabled us to quantify the sequential process for each

couple in our dataset.

Method

Participants

The study sample for Study 3B is identical to Study 3A.
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Procedure

The study procedure for Study 3B is identical to Study 3A.

Measures

We detailed key measures from the daily diary below. They are organized by stages of the

process model of SER (Fig. 2).

Emotion-eliciting situation. Participants answered this question in both the target and
the regulator role. In the target role, participants indicated if they had expressed anything
upsetting to their partner (1=Yes; 0=No) and briefly described the emotional experience they had
shared with their partner. In the regulator role, participants indicated if their partner had
expressed anything upsetting to them (1=Yes; 0=No) and briefly described the emotional
experience they had heard from their partner. Analyses were only conducted on the responses
that matched within a couple on any given day (inter-rater agreement between 3 research

assistants = 99%).

Regulator beliefs about social regulation. Participants reported their beliefs about their
partner’s needs as well as their capacity to regulate their partner. To reduce participant burden,
we shortened the 12-item RBSR scale to assess momentary beliefs by picking the highest loading

and face-valid item(s) of each kind of belief.

73



1451

1452

1453

1454

1455

1456

1457

1458

1459

1460

1461

1462

1463

1464

1465

1466

1467

1468

1469

1470

1471

1472

1473

Beliefs about the target's need to connect. Participants rated the item ‘I thought
that they wanted to feel heard’ on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

Beliefs about the target’s need to feel better. Participants rated the item ‘I
thought that they wanted advice on how to deal with the situation’ on a scale of 1 (Strongly
disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

Beliefs about their tendency to connect with target. Participants rated 3 items
(i.e. ‘I tried to avoid them’; ‘I preferred to leave my partner alone’; ‘I gave my partner space’) on
a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Given initial concerns that these items
seemed to be indexing different meanings, we included all items so that we can assess its
reliability of change over time.

Beliefs about their social regulatory efficacy. Participants rated the item ‘I felt

like I could be there for them’ on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

SER strategies. Both partners reported on the use of SER strategies for the same
interaction (i.e. target-perceived and regulator-perceived). We adapted the Interpersonal
Regulation Interaction Scale (IRIS; Swerdlow & Johnson, 2022) to measure these perceptions.
For modelling purposes, we chose to use target-perceived SER strategies for two reasons. First,
target perceptions are more consequential than regulator perceptions for their outcomes (Gordon
& Diamond, 2023). Second, target reports of SER strategies are often lower in endorsement than
regulator reports (Maisel & Gable, 2009), and thus target reports can serve as a stronger test of
our hypotheses. In our sample, target and regulator reports of SER strategies are moderately to
strongly correlated (R = .42 - .53), and we were able to replicate our results with regulator

reports (see OSF).
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SER strategies that enhanced connection. We assessed two SER strategies that
aim to change target appraisal of their relationship with the regulator: (a) encouragement of
disclosure (i.e. ‘My partner encouraged me to share my feelings with them’) and (b) hostility (i.e.
‘My partner ignored or invalidated my feelings’). This item was reverse-scored. Participants
rated these items on a scale of 1 (Didn’t do this at all) to 5 (Did a lot of this).

SER strategies that changed targets’ emotional appraisals. We assessed two
SER strategies that aim to change target appraisals of the situation: (a) situation modification (i.e.
‘My partner helped me solve the problem’) and (b) social reappraisal (i.e. ‘My partner helped me
see the situation in a new light’). Participants rated these items on a scale of 1 (Didn’t do this at

all) to 5 (Did a lot of this).

Target outcomes.
Negative affect. Participants rated their negative affect with the item ‘Compared
to when you were sharing your experience, how NEGATIVE did you feel after your partner’s

response?’ on a scale of 1 (Much more negative) to 7 (Much less negative).

Closeness with the regulator. Participants rated their closeness with the regulator
after disclosing their negative emotions to the regulator and experiencing their partners’ response
(if any). Specifically, they rated their agreement with the item ‘Compared to when you were
sharing your experience, how CLOSE did you feel after your partner’s response?’ on a scale of 1

(Much less close) to 7 (Much more close).
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Sample Size Consideration

Past research has suggested that 2000 observations grants 80% power to detect small to medium
effect sizes in longitudinal studies (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). To this end, we aimed for 120
subjects with 21 time points (i.e. 2520 observations) to allow estimation of between and within-

person effects. We recruited 122 couples in total.

Data Preprocessing
We removed 4 couples where at least one individual within the couple did not successfully

onboard onto the daily diary study. Our final sample consisted of 119 couples.

In line with our theoretical framework, we created composite measures for different subtypes of
regulator beliefs and different kinds of SER strategies. The four kinds of regulator beliefs were
operationalized as follows:

Beliefs about connection = sum of regulator beliefs about target needs for connection
and regulator tendency to connect;

Beliefs about emotion change = sum of regulator beliefs about target needs for emotion
change and regulator beliefs about their confidence in managing targets’ emotions;

Beliefs about target needs = sum of regulator beliefs about target needs for connection
and target needs for emotion change;

Beliefs about their capacity to regulate targets = sum of regulator beliefs about their

tendency to connect with target and their social regulatory efficacy.

The two kinds of SER strategies were operationalized as follows:
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SER strategies that enhanced connection = sum of item assessing regulator
encouragement of disclosure and reverse-scored item assessing regulator hostility;
SER strategies that changed targets’ emotional appraisals = sum of items assessing

regulator use of situation modification and social reappraisal.

All measures were re-scaled for easy interpretation and comparison (Bolger & Laurenceau,
2013). Regulator-reported beliefs were rescaled between 0 to 1, target-perceived SER strategies
were rescaled between 0 to 10 and target-reported outcomes were rescaled between 0 to 10. All

variables were person-centered.

Analytic Approach

To address how different regulator beliefs about social regulation influence their use of SER
strategies and subsequent target outcomes, we ran two Bayesian multivariate multilevel
mediation models (where X variables predict Y variables via M variables; Bolger & Laurenceau,
2013). In the first model, we tested the effect of what the beliefs are about (i.e. X variables:
beliefs about connection vs. emotion change) while the second model tested the effect of who the
beliefs are about (i.e. X variables: beliefs about target needs vs. regulator capacity). Both models
included two mediators (i.e. M variables: SER strategies that enhanced connection and changed
targets’ emotional appraisals) and two outcome variables (i.e. Y variables: target reductions in
negative affect and feelings of closeness with the regulator). Both models controlled for gender
and time, which are known to be potential confounding variables in intensive longitudinal and in

social emotion regulation (Sahi et al., 2025). Analyses were conducted in the “brms” package in
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R with 40,000 iterations. All our predictors had a potential scale reduction factor of 1, indicating

successful convergence. All results are within-person centered.

Results

General relationships: Strategy use mediated the effects of regulator beliefs on target

outcomes

In general, when regulators believed more that targets wanted regulatory support — and that they
themselves were capable of providing that support — regulators tended to use strategies that
enhanced connection and changed targets’ emotional appraisals (Fig. 7, a paths). In turn, using
such strategies led to targets feeling better and closer to the regulator (Fig. 7, b paths). Targets
who felt better also felt closer to the regulator (Fig. 7, correlation of b paths). Consistent with
the process model of social emotion regulation, regulators’ use of strategies that enhanced
connection and changed targets’ emotional appraisals mediated the relationship between
regulator beliefs and target outcomes (Table 8, mediated effects). The independent effect of each
belief on the use of SER strategies and target outcomes can be found in the Supplemental

Materials.

Specific relationships: Different kinds of regulator beliefs predicted use of different

strategies
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Our results also support our theoretical model distinguishing different kinds of beliefs. Let’s first
consider how beliefs about connection vs. emotion change influenced the selection and
implementation of specific strategies (Fig 7A). When regulators believed more that targets
wanted connection and also felt motivated to connect with targets, they used more strategies that
enhanced connection (ba1 = 1.61 [0.89, 2.32], 99.9% of posterior distribution > 0), but not
strategies that sought the change target emotions (ba2 = 0.05 [-0.81, 0.90], 54.8% of posterior
distribution > 0). However, when regulators believed more that targets wanted help changing
how they felt and felt confident managing targets’ emotions, they used more strategies that
enhanced connection (baz = 0.98 [0.55, 1.42], 100% of posterior distribution > 0) and also
strategies that changed target emotions (bas = 3.04 [2.45, 3.63], 100% of posterior distribution >
0). In our sample, 89% of people used both strategies that sought to enhance connection with
their partner and to change their emotions. These results are consistent with the view that the
function of beliefs about connection is to foster understanding and closeness, while the function

of beliefs about emotion change is to motivate sensitive attempts to change target emotions.

Let’s now consider how beliefs about targets’ needs vs. regulators’ own capacity to provide
regulatory support influenced the selection and implementation of specific strategies (Fig 7B).
When regulators believed more that targets wanted to connect and wanted help to change how
they felt, regulators used more strategies that enhanced connection (bai = 0.66 [0.17, 1.14],
99.6% of posterior distribution > 0) and that changed target emotions (ba2 = 2.56 [1.88, 3.25],
100% of posterior distribution > 0). Similarly, when regulators believed more that they wanted to
connect with targets and felt confident managing their emotions, they also used more strategies

that enhanced connection (bas = 1.93 [1.29, 2.56], 100% of posterior distribution > 0) and
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changed target emotions (bas = 1.14 [0.37, 1.92], 99.8% of posterior distribution > 0). These
effects existed independent of each other, meaning that both regulator beliefs about targets and

themselves motivated regulators to select and implement such SER strategies.

“Merely knowing” that someone cares: Some regulator beliefs directly predicted targets

feeling better and feeling closer to the regulator, irrespective of the strategies used

To understand the ways in which social emotion regulation may happen indirectly, through
“merely knowing” that a relationship partner cares about target needs, we examined the direct
effects of regulator beliefs on target outcomes independent of regulators’ use of specific
strategies. When regulators had stronger beliefs about connection (i.e. believed more that targets
wanted to connect and personally also wanted to connect with them), targets felt better (Fig. 7A,
bea=1.06 [0.21, 1.91]) and closer (Fig. 7A, bc2 = 0.68 [0.00, 1.37]) to the regulator even after
accounting for the specific strategies used. Similarly, when regulators believed more that they
were capable of providing regulatory support, targets also reported feeling better (Fig. 7B, be'1 =
1.050.44, 1.67]) and closer (Fig. 7B, be'a =-0.27 [-0.88, 0.32]) to the regulator, over and above

effects attributable to the specific strategies used.

Notably, these direct effects were not found for regulator beliefs about targets’ needs and beliefs
about emotion change, whose effects on target outcomes were fully explained by the use of
explicit strategies (Fig. 7A, be'1 and be's; Fig. 7B, be2 and bes) . These results are consistent with

attachment theory and the “mere knowing” effect.
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Figure 7. Multivariate multilevel mediation model estimates of the process by which regulator

beliefs influence their use of SER strategies and subsequently impact targets’ social and

emotional outcomes. Panel A describes the effect of regulator beliefs about connection vs.

emotion change. Panel B describes the effect of regulator beliefs in terms of who they are about

(target vs. regulator). All estimates are person-centered. Bolded lines indicate significant paths.

Regulator beliefs (X) Target Strategies that Targets | Mediated
Outcomes (Y) Perceived Regulators Effect (ME)
to Have Used (M)
Connection Targets’ feeling | Enhanced connection 0.60 [0.33,
of closeness 0.89]
Changed targets’ 0.009 [-0.14,
emotional appraisals 0.15]
Targets’ Enhanced connection 0.4710.25,
reduction in 0.73]
What the negative affect
beliefs are Changed targets’ 0.010 [-0.16,
about emotional appraisals 0.18]
Emotion change Targets’ feeling | Enhanced connection 0.37 [0.20,
of closeness 0.55]
Changed targets’ 0.51[0.37,
emotional appraisals 0.67]
Targets’ Enhanced connection 0.29 [0.15,
reduction in 0.45]
negative affect
Changed targets’ 0.61 [0.43,
emotional appraisals 0.80]
Targets’ needs Targets’ feeling | Enhanced connection 0.250.06,
of closeness 0.44]
Changed targets’ 0.45[0.31,
emotional appraisals 0.61]
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Targets’ Enhanced connection 0.19 [0.05,

reduction in 0.36]
negative affect
Who the Changed targets’ 0.52 [0.35,
beliefs are emotional appraisals 0.72]
about Their capacity to Targets’ feeling | Enhanced connection 0.7210.47,
provide regulatory | of closeness 1.00]
support
Changed targets’ 0.20 [0.06,
emotional appraisals 0.35]
Targets’ Enhanced connection 0.57 [0.36,
reduction in 0.82]
negative affect
Changed targets’ 0.23 [0.07,
emotional appraisals 0.41]

Table 8. Mediated Effects of Regulator Beliefs on Target-Perceived SER Strategies and
Subsequent Target Outcomes. Numbers in square brackets refer to 95% credibility intervals. See
Figure 7 for a visual depiction of these results. X = predictor variable; M = mediator; Y =

outcome variable.

Discussion

In Study 3B, we aimed to test the real-world consequences of regulator beliefs about social
regulation on the kinds of strategies they used to help targets and subsequently how targets felt.
To address this question, we tracked romantic couples’ daily experiences of seeking and
providing emotion regulatory support over 21 days. Using Bayesian multivariate multilevel
mediation, we found evidence that when individuals (in the regulator role) believed their partner
wanted support and felt capable of providing support for their partner, their partner felt better and
closer to them. This effect was strongly mediated by regulators using strategies that enhanced

connection with the target (i.e. encouragement of social sharing), as well as strategies that
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changed targets’ emotional appraisals either directly (i.e. through social reappraisal) or indirectly
(through situation modification). Different kinds of beliefs predicted differential use of
strategies, which is consistent with our theoretical model of the function of different kinds of
beliefs. Finally, we also found evidence in support of theories of suggesting that social emotion
regulation need not always take place through the explicit use of strategies (c.f. Coan et al.,
2006): some regulator beliefs (i.e. about connection and their capacity to provide support)
directly predicted targets feeling better and closer to the regulator, even after controlling for the

use of explicit social emotion regulation strategies.

Implications for our understanding of regulator beliefs about social regulation

Elucidating the unique effects of each kind of regulator belief on the use of SER strategies and
target outcomes illuminates the nature of these beliefs. Here, we focus our discussion on
regulator beliefs about connection vs. emotion change. When regulators reported stronger beliefs
about connection, they used strategies that enhanced connection with the target but not strategies
that sought to change target emotions. This supports the view that beliefs about connection
facilitate behaviors that help regulators understand targets’ mental states (e.g. encouraging
disclosure, physical presence, shared attention). These behaviors can augment targets’ sense that
there is someone to “share the load with” (Beckes & Coan, 2011; Saxbe et al., 2020).
Importantly, stronger beliefs about connection did not predict use of SER strategies that sought
to change target emotions. This is in line with findings from the shared reality literature
(Echterhoff et al., 2009): attempting to change how targets feel in a given situation may disrupt
connection, given that emotions may ground one’s sense of the shared meaning of a situation

(Tamir, 2016).
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On the other hand, when regulators reported stronger beliefs about emotion change, they used
more strategies that enhanced connection and changed targets’ emotional appraisals. There are at
least two ways to explain this finding. First, regulators may know that to effectively change how
targets feel, one must first affirm their connection with the target, acknowledging the target’s
emotional experience before the target is receptive to strategies that explicitly seek to change
how they feel (i.e. active validation, (Linehan, 1997; Rimé, 2007a). Second, when regulators use
strategies that change how a target appraises and feels about the situation, targets may attribute
the source of feeling better to the regulator, which makes targets feel closer to the regulator.

Future research could test these competing explanations.

Implications for understanding the social regulation of emotion

Our results provide evidence for a process-oriented approach to studying the social regulation of
emotion (Reeck et al., 2016). We showed that regulator beliefs about social regulation are an
important factor in how regulators evaluate whether and how to regulate targets’ emotional
experiences, which subsequently influences how regulators’ respond to targets and consequently
how bad and close targets feel to regulators. Given that intensive longitudinal data allows
estimation of person-specific effects with respect to their own baseline, our study partially
provides casual mechanistic evidence of the consequential role of regulator beliefs about social

regulation (Laureanceau & Bolger, 2013).

Implications for methodological approaches to studying the social regulation of emotion
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Beyond informing our understanding of regulator beliefs, these data also provide evidence for
the predictive validity of the RBSR scale in daily life. While there is a growing collection of
questionnaires to assess different aspects of social emotion regulation (e.g. Hofmann et al., 2016;
MacCann et al., 2025; Niven et al., 2011), few measures have been validated with existing close

relationships and for real-world situations where someone else is disclosing negative emotions.

Furthermore, study 3B demonstrates the utility of building multivariate multilevel models to
understand SER. By modelling multiple kinds of beliefs, SER strategies and target outcomes in
the same statistical model, we were able to estimate the interdependence of social and emotional
outcomes and how regulator beliefs potentiate multiple SER strategies for each individual in our
sample. These incidental findings are generative for future research and we encourage
researchers to adopt an idiographic approach that quantifies the relationship between variables

and the heterogeneity in effects.

Limitations

There are three key limitations to this study. First, our categorization of SER strategies into kinds
that enhanced connection vs. kinds that sought to change target emotions might obscure the
nature of SER strategies. Although such distinctions are supported by prior literature (Swerdlow
& Johnson, 2022; Rime, 2009), each strategy could changes some aspects of connection and
some aspects of emotional appraisals. For example, knowing that one is sharing a negative
experience with others and/or that someone is there to listen may help a target appraise the

emotional situation as less threatening (Coan et al., 2006; Mobbs et al., 2022). Furthermore,
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direct assessments of their appraisals (e.g. ‘I feel that [ have resources to cope now’) can

complement and validate current conceptualizations of SER strategies.

Second, in order to obtain dyadic reports on the same emotional event, our design required
partners to indicate to their partner what events they are going to report before filling out the
survey. This is the case for all dyadic daily diary studies that manually seek two people’s
perspectives on the same event. This act might be an intervention in itself, whereby anticipation
of their partner’s responses to their nomination of an emotional event may influence what events
they chose to report in the survey. We took great lengths to minimize such effects, including
instructing participants during the onboarding process to decide for themselves which emotional
event they would like to report (instead of collaboratively deciding which events to report). Still,
future research can test similar questions using different study designs (such as synchronized
surveys whereby participants’ report of their emotional experience is automatically sent to their

partner, thereby removing the need to discuss).

Finally, when examining the main effects of beliefs about connection or emotion, our analyses
aggregated over two constituent beliefs (e.g. regulator beliefs about connection consists of a sum
of regulator beliefs about targets’ need to connect and regulator beliefs about their tendency to
connect with targets). Although theoretically meaningful and consistent with additional analyses
where the effect of each belief is independently taken into account (Supplemental Materials), a
mathematical sum across beliefs can obscure variance associated with each belief individually.
Moreover, an individual who strongly agrees that targets want to connect (rating of 7) but

strongly disagrees that they want to connect with targets (e.g. rating of 1) would have the same
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composite score as an individual who moderately agrees that targets want to connect and that
they tend to connect with targets (score of 4 on each belief; score of 8 in total). While these cases
are rare (see Table 4), this limitation is still noteworthy given that individuals are the unit of
measure we ultimately seek to make predictions about (Bolger et al., 2019). These two
individuals might have qualitatively different beliefs, but our composite measure would treat
them similarly. Future research could determine better ways to preserve meaningful variance

within a theoretically-informed type of belief even while summing across different beliefs.

General Discussion

Across 3 studies, we probed the nature of regulator beliefs about social regulation and
simultaneously developed a measurement tool — the Regulator Beliefs about Social Regulation
(RBSR) scale. We found evidence for four theoretically distinct regulator beliefs that vary by
what they are about (beliefs about connection vs. emotion change) and who they are about
(beliefs about target vs. regulator). These beliefs were meaningfully related to a regulator’s
psychological profile, including their tendencies towards prosociality, empathy, social support
behavior, emotion regulation and well-being. Moreover, in the context of consequential real-
world romantic relationships, regulator beliefs were sensitive to variation in how much negative
emotion their partner was feeling. Regulator beliefs also predicted the strategies they used to
regulate their partner’s negative emotions and their partner’s momentary feelings of negative
affect and closeness in daily life. Finally, we also found that regulatory beliefs had both stable
and variable components depending on how they were assessed. Together, these studies

validated the RBSR scale’s construct validity, test-retest reliability and predictive validity.
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Implications for the study of regulator beliefs about social regulation

Studying regulator beliefs demonstrates that understanding the mental models individuals have
about social emotion regulation is consequential for everyday support behavior and well-being.
As shown in Fig. 2, most existing measures in the field characterize the kinds of behavior (i.e.
emotion regulation strategies) that unfold during SER, rather than the psychological process of
deciding when and how to provide regulatory support. Such an approach is useful to consider for

future research in this area.

While our approach was largely motivated by a theoretical model of how social emotion
regulation happens (Reeck et al, 2016), an open question for future research is whether the same
dimensions of belief would emerge from a purely data-driven approach. Such an approach
might, for example, start by measuring the spontaneous thoughts individuals have when they
notice others in distress and use factor analyses of clustering approaches to reveal underlying
belief structures. Such a bottom-up approach could offer converging evidence for our top-down

approach, and might even reveal hitherto unacknowledged aspects of SER.

Our approach also emphasized explicitly self-reported beliefs about SER that might influence the
use of explicit regulatory strategies and outcomes. This begs another open question — to what
extent are a regulator’s beliefs about SER not just explicit, but also implicit, and can we capture
them using techniques commonly used to assess implicit beliefs and attitudes such as sensitive

reaction time measures (Zayas et al., 2022)? Past research has suggested that implicit attitudes

89



1769

1770

1771

1772

1773

1774

1775

1776

1777

1778

1779

1780

1781

1782

1783

1784

1785

1786

1787

1788

1789

1790

1791

can diverge from explicit self-reports (Payne et al., 2017) and it could be useful to assess

potential points of convergence and divergence for implicit and explicit beliefs about SER.

Implications for the study of social emotion regulation

The approach taken in this paper anchored our conceptualization of the core construct of interest
— what a regulator believes — in the theories and methods of multiple areas of research, including
affective science, close relationships, prosociality, attribution theory and empathy. To test this
conceptualization, we obtained evidence from three independent samples that these beliefs
matter for everyday social interactions. In this way, we hope to have illustrated the benefits of
taking an integrative approach to studying SER that can speak to multiple allied areas of
research. Specifically, we can highlight two ways this approach led us to study social emotion

regulation that differ from many prior studies.

First, our results suggest it is necessary and fruitful to examine both social and emotional goals
and outcomes (Digiovanni & Ochsner, 2024). This began with the formulation in Study 1 of a
theoretical framework that underscored the importance of measuring both social goals (i.e.
beliefs about connection) and emotion goals (i.e. beliefs about emotion change). Both kinds of
goals not only differentially predicted regulators’ general psychological profile (Study 2), but
they also uniquely predicted sow regulators responded to targets’ distress in daily life and
subsequently how bad and close to regulators targets felt (Study 3). Our conceptual framework
dovetails well with emerging research on motives that drive individuals to influence others’

emotions in daily life (Tran et al., 2024).
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Second, our results demonstrate the utility of a process-oriented approach to studying the social
regulation of emotion (Reeck et al., 2016). To our knowledge, this is the first paper to directly
examine the way in which a regulator’s beliefs play a key role in determining whether and how
to engage in social regulation, demonstrating the relevance of these beliefs for predicting both
what regulators do (i.e. what strategy is selected and implemented) and the outcomes targets

experience.

One significant limitation of our studies is their focus on a specific type of SER interaction:
conversations about individual emotional stressors where there are clearly defined roles — one is
either in the role of an emotionally distressed target or in the role of a social regulator of that
distress. However, some of the most significant instances of emotional stressors are not
experienced individually, but are shared: from the workplace to the family unit, emotional needs
are often interdependent where multiple individuals experience emotions together and try to
regulate them together (Almeida et al., 2002). In such cases, target and regulator roles are
blurred (Digiovanni, He & Ochsner, under review). Future research could adopt a dyadic and
group analytic approach where appropriate (Kenny et al., 2006), including the Common Fate
Model and Dyadic Score Model, to test the endorsement and consequences of regulator beliefs

with shared stressors (Galovan et al., 2017; Iida et al., 2023).

Implications for the study of organizational behavior
From the everyday work stressors to competitive relationships between team mates and boss-
employee relationships, opportunities for social regulation abound in the workplace. The RBSR

scale — and the approach taken here — could offer tools for understanding when and how social
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emotion regulation can be beneficial in the workplace. For example, unpacking the nature of an
individual’s beliefs about acting as a social regulator could help address questions about when
bosses do vs. do not empathize with and validate employee dissatisfaction, how power
asymmetries influence manager vs. co-worker beliefs about employee needs for support, or how
manager beliefs about their own capacity to support employee well-being influences
organizational policy and decision making. Existing measures of social emotion regulation in
the workplace have focused on what employees do in a workplace depending on their goals (i.e.
make friends in order to rise up the career ladder) (Niven et al., 2017). The RBSR scale can
complement such research by understanding why individuals choose to help others, and when

employee well-being is improved vs. takes a hit.

Implications for the study of clinical populations

Studying a regulator's beliefs about social regulation can inform questions about clinical
populations in numerous ways. For example, the RBSR scale could be used to help characterize
patterns of disorder relevant beliefs that characterize numerous clinical populations with emotion
dysregulation and/or problematic social relationships. Extant research shows that individuals
with anxiety, depression and borderline personality disorder often have problems with regulating
emotions and with relationships (McEvoy et al., 2013; Hofmann et al., 2016). To date, research
has focused on teaching self-regulation strategies for dealing with problematic negative emotions
as well as aberrant beliefs about seeking out social interactions (i.e. believing that others will not
like them, Vogel & Wei, 2005). However, emerging research suggests that providing social
regulatory support — that is, taking the role of a social regulator — might be an effective means to

both decrease negative affect and increase feelings of closeness with others (Dore et al., 2017;
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Cohen & Arbel, 2020) for both healthy individuals (e.g. Dore et al, 2017) and for patients. Seen
in this light, the RBSR scale might be a useful tool for understanding what beliefs limit an
individual with specific disorders from engaging with others in distress, as well as for tracking

treatment-related changes in these beliefs.

Conclusion

Whether at work, with a group of friends, a family member or with a romantic partner, in
everyday life, people frequently experience negative emotions in social contexts. What
determines whether and how people respond to other people’s emotional distress by attempting
to socially regulate their emotions? This paper presented multiple studies demonstrating that the
nature of a regulator’s beliefs about social regulation play a key role in determining how they
respond to the emotional distress of social targets - and in turn — the emotional and social
outcomes subsequently experienced by those targets. This work is both theoretically and
methodologically meaningful: Theoretically, it supports a process-oriented approach to studying
social emotion regulation that integrates multiple areas of psychological research, including
theories of emotion regulation, social support, stress and coping, empathy, prosociality and
shared reality. Methodologically, it adopts both a nomothetic and idiographic approach to
understanding the nature of regulator beliefs, including assessments of their situational
sensitivity, real-world consequences and an individual’s typical patterns of socio-emotional

behavior. Taken together, this body of work underscores that the mental models we carry of self
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and others during emotional interactions impact our close relationships and emotional well-

being.
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