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Gender Differences in Emotion Regulation
Strategies in Adolescents
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[ Abstract)

strategies among 900 adolescents aged 13—18. In our sample, male adolescents were more likely than female adolescents to

We used the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire(ERQ) to examine gender differences in emotion regulation

report using expression suppression strategies, even after statistically controlling for agreeableness, neuroticism, openness,
and positive emotional experiences. There were no significant gender differences in the use of cognitive reappraisal, but af-
ter controlling for neuroticism and positive emotional experiences, females were more likely to use this strategy than males.
No significant age differences emerged in the use of cognitive reappraisal. Age differences were found in that 15—, 16—, and
18-year—old adolescents were more likely than 13— and 14-year—olds to report using expression suppression strategies.
There was no significant interaction between age and gender for any emotional regulation strategies.
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Emotion regulation is a series of processes that
people use to regulate their emotional experiences and
responses(Gross & John, 1998). In daily life, people
use various emotion regulation strategies, in which cog-
nitive reappraisal and expression suppression are the
most commonly used stategies(John & Gross, 2004).
Cognitive reappraisal involves changing the way of
thinking about emotional events to regulate emotions,
while expression suppression refers to changing one’ s
response in order to regulate emotions(John & Gross,
2004).

The use of cognitive reappraisal is reproted to re-
late with positive emotional experiences, better social

adjustment, and increased sense of happiness(Gross &
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John, 2003; John & Gross, 2004; McRae, Jacobs, Ray,
John, & Gross, 2012; Richards & Gross, 2000). Like-
wise, the use of expression suppression has been found
to be associated with negative emotional experience,
depressive symptoms, poor social adjustment, and de-
creased sense of happiness(English, John, Srivastava,
& Gross, 2012; Gross & John, 2003; Hoeksema & Ald-
ao, 2011; John & Gross, 2004). It is generally thought
that cognitive reappraisal is better than expression sup-
pression for individuals’ adaptation(Flynn, Hollen-
stein, & Mackey, 2010).

Gender difference in emotion regulation has been
at the center of issues in the study of emotion regulation
(Fujita, Diener, & Sandvik, 1991; Flynn et al., 2010;
Tamers, Janicki, & Helgeson, 2002; Thoits, 1994). Ex-
isting research reflects that females are more likely to
perceive and regulate their emotions(Fujita, Diener, &
Sandvik, 1991). Additionally, females prefer to use ru-

mination, emotional support, cognitive reappraisal, ac-
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tive coping, and acceptance strategies to regulate their
emotions(Tamers, Janicki, & Helgeson, 2002), while
men tend to use expression suppression to modulate
their emotional responses(Cabello et al, 2013; Flynn et
al., 2010).

Recent studies have shifted their focuses to gen-
der differences in adolescent(13-18 years old) emotion
regulation from the developmental perspective. Hoekse-
ma and his colleagues found a significant interaction
between age and gender differences in the use of ex-
pression suppression. That is, for female, the oldest
group(65 and 75) were more likely to use suppression
than the middle aged(45 and 55) and youngest groups
(25 and 35), but the same phenomenon was not ob-
served in the male groups(Hoeksema & Aldao, 2011).
Moreover, in a 2—year follow—up study, Gullone et al
selected 1,128 children and adolescents aged from 9 to
15 years old to explore the develomental features of
emotional regulation. They found that the use of expres-
sion suppression decreased with age, particularly for fe-
male adolescents(Gullone, Hughes, King, & Tonge,
2010). Notably, it has been also observed that develop-
ment of emotion regulation in adolescent has a nonlin-
ear variation tendency(Gullone et al., 2009; McRae et
al., 2012). Silvers and colleagues found the adolescent
use of cognitive reappraisal to be stable in 16— year—
olds(McRae et al., 2012); Gullone and colleagues
found not only a nonlinear variation in the development
of emotion regulation in adolescents, but also gender
differences in this nonlinear variation tendency(Gul-
lone, Hughes, King, & Tonge, 2010). Compared with
children and adults, it is suggested that adolescents
may more likely activate their social cognitive system
to regulate their negative emotion(McRae et al., 2012).

In this present research, we explored gender dif-
ferences of emotion regulation in 900 adolescent partic-
ipants aged from 13 to 18 years old. We hypothesized
that male adolescents were more likely than female ado-
lescents to use suppression strategies, and that the gen-
der differences were unstable and woud change with
age. Given that personality traits and emotional experi-
ences are also important factors influencing emotion
regulation(Gross & John, 2003; Janice et al., 1989),

the gender differences in adolescent emotion regulation

were examined with controlling for personality traits

and emotional experiences in this study.

1 Methods

1.1 Participants

According to the student IDs, we conducted strati-
fied random sampling to investigate 900 adolescents
(450 male and 450 female) aged from 13 to 18 years old
(Mean=15.50, SD=1.71). Each age group included 75
male adolescents and 75 female adolescents. Of the
900 adolescent participants, 83.0% identified their eth-
nicity as Han, 16.3% as Hui, and 0.7% did not identify
their ethnicity. 81.8% male and 84.2% female adoles-
cents were identified as Han, and 17.1% male and
15.6% female adolescents as Hui. There were no signif-
icant gender differences in ethnicity distribution.

1.2 Measures

The Emotion Regulation Questionnaire Short Form
(ERQ; Gross & John, 2003) was used to measure emo-
tion regulation strategies. It uses a 7- point Likert
scale, including two dimensions of cognitive reapprais-
al and expression suppression, to measure how often
people use these two emotion regulation strategies. The
ERQ comprises 10 items, 6 for the reappraisal dimen-
sion and 4 for the suppression dimension. This ques-
tionnaire requires participants to respond to how each
item applies to their situations, with responses ranging
from 1(strongly disagree) to 7(strongly agree). The high-
er the score, the more frequently respondents use emo-
tion regulation strategies. The Chinese version has
good reliability and validity(Wang, Liu, & Li, 2007).

The NEO-FFI is composed of 60 items and five
dimensions to measure the personality traits of individ-
uals. These dimensions include neuroticism, conscien-
tiousness, openness to experience, agreeableness, and
extraversion. There are five ratings for each item, from
I(strongly disagree) to 5(strongly agree). The Chinese
version has good reliability and validity(Nie, Yang, &
Zeng, 2011).

The Positive and Negative Affect Scale— Short
Form(PANAS) (Watson, Clrk, & Tellegen, 1998) in-
cludes two dimensions and 20 items(positive affect and
negative affect), with 10 items for evaluating positive af-

fect and 10 items for negative affect. There are 5 rating
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choices for each item, and respondents are to circle the
best answer for the two weeks prior to taking the survey
from “almost never,” “less,” “medium,” “more,” and
“very much.” The Chinese version has good reliability
and validity(Huang, Yang, & Ji, 2003).

We administered the paper—and—pencil test to the
participants in a completely private environment, and
the three questionnaires were distributed in random se-
quence to all participants.

1.3 Data Analysis

We used statistical software SPSS version 13.0 for
descriptive statistics analysis of our data. A multivari-
ate analysis of variance(MANOVA) was performed,
with reappraisal stategy and suppression stategy scores
as the dependent variables, and gender and age groups
as the independent variables. We then statistically con-
trolled for personality traits and emotional experiences

to analyze gender differences in the use of emotion reg-

ulation strategies.

2 Results

2.1 Gender Differences in Emotion Regulation
in Adolescents

MANOVA found that for suppression, there were
significant main effects for the gender and age. That is,
male adolescents were more likely to use suppression
strategies than females(F[1,898]=28.013, P<0.05, n’=
0.030), while elder groups(15—, 16—, and 18—year—old
adolescents) were more likely to use suppression strate-
gies than younger group(13— and 14— year—old adoles-
cents) (F[5,888]=2.893, P<0.05, n’=0.016). No signifi-
cant interaction between age and gender were found(F
[5,888] =0.436, P>0.05, m’=0.002). For reappraisal,
there were no significant effects of gender(F[1,888]=
3.009, P>0.05, ’=0.003) and age(F5,888]=1.934, P>
0.05, m’=0.011), nor gender by age interaction(F[5,
888]=0.381, P>0.05, m’=0.002).

Table1 Descriptive statistics for variables of emotion regulation by gender and age
13 14 15 16 17 18 Total
Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female
(n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=75) (n=450) (n=450)
Cognitive Reappraisal M~ 472 473 469 477 4.68 491 478 482 492 498 4384 5.02 4.77 4.87
Sb 099 1.09 077 085 101 099 089 077 078 0.66 0.76 0.76 0.87 0.87
Expression Suppression M 3.66  3.33 360 332 406 352 406 352 385 349 3.94 3.65 3.86 3.47
sb 119 119 107 100 1.14 1.13 1.07 105 1.10 1.09 1.07 1.11 1.11 1.09

2.2 Gender Differences in Emotion Regulation
after Controlling for Personality Traits

MANOVA was firstly performed to examine the ef-
fects of age and gender on the differences of personali-
ty traits. Scores on agreeableness(F[1,786]=9.659, P<
0.01, m’=0.012), neuroticism(F[1,78]=12.017, P<0.01,
1°=0.015), and openness(F[1,786]=5.103, P<0.05, n’=
0.006) in female adolescents were higher than male ad-
olescents. No significant effects of gender were found
on conscientiousness(F[1,786] =0.682, P>0.05, w’=
0.001) and extroversion(F[1,786]=0.128, P>0.05, n’=
0.000). Then the agreeableness, neuroticism, and open-
ness entered into an ANCOVA model to further exam-
ine the gender effects on the emotion regulation state-
gies.

After statistically controlling for agreeableness,
male adolescents were more likely to use suppression

than females(F[1,897]=24.798, P<0.01, n’=0.027), but

no gender effects on the use of reappraisal strategy
were found(F[1,897]=1.172, P>0.05, n’=0.001). After
statistically controlling for neuroticism, female adoles-
cents were more likely to use reappraisal than males(F
[1,897] =6.844, P<0.01, m’=0.008), and male adoles-
cents were more likely to use suppression than females
(F1,897]=32.911, P<0.01, 1’=0.035). After statistical-
ly controlling for openness, there were no gender ef-
fects on the use of reappraisal strategies(F[1,897] =
1.691, P>0.05, 1’=0.002), but male adolescents were
more likely to use suppression than females(F[1,897]=
27.920, P<0.01, m*=0.030).
2.3 Gender Differences in Emotion Regulation
When Controlled for Emotional Experiences
MANOVA only found scores for positive emotion-
al affect were higher in male adolescents than that in fe-
males(F1,866]=14.869, P<0.001, ’=0.017). We then

statistically controlled for positive emotional experi-
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ence to further study gender differences in emotion reg-
ulation.

After controlling for positive emotional experienc-
es, female adolescents were observed to be more likely
to use reappraisal than males (F[1,879]=5.731, P<0.05,
1°=0.006), and male adolescents were more likely to
use suppression than females (F[1,879] =35.162, P<
0.01, m’=0.038).

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for variables
of personality traits by gender
Male(n=376) Female(n=412)

M SD M SD
Agreeableness 3.56 0.45 3.66 0.44
Conscientiousness 3.26 0.54 3.29 0.53
Extroversion 3.54 0.67 3.52 0.67
Neuroticism 2.83 0.67 2.98 0.69
Openness 3.23 0.51 3.32 0.52

Table 3 Descriptive statistics for variables
of emotional experiences by gender
Male(n=432) Female(n=436)

M SD M SD
Positive Affect 3.02 0.73 2.83 0.69
Negative Affect 2.18 0.66 2.22 0.69

3 Discussion

Our research accessed data from 13— to 18-year—
old adolescent participants to investigate gender differ-
ences in emotion regulation(cognitive reappraisal and
expression suppression) by using the Emotion Regula-
tion Questionnaire. Consistent with our hypothesis ,we
showed that male adolescents were more likely to use
suppression than females, even after controlling for per-
sonality traits and emotional experiences. The gender
differences may be attributed to different social roles
defined for the males and females. Males are often re-
quired to be stronger and tougher, which lead to less
emotional expressions; while females are usually
thought to be more gentle and softer, and are allowed to
display their emotional experiences more readily(Fly-
nn, Hollenstein, & Mackey, 2010). Interestingly, our re-
search found that this phenomenon begins to emerge in
adolescents with 13 to 18 years old.

Beyond that, we found no significant gender differ-
ences in cognitive reappraisal strategies in adolescents

aged 13 to 18, but after controlling for neuroticism per-

sonality traits and positive emotional experiences, fe-
male adolescents were more likely to use cognitive re-
appraisal strategies. Consistent with previous evidence
showing that men expended less effort and had more
automatic emotion regulation strategies than women
who perfer to using cognitive reappraisal(McRae et al.,
2008), our research further suggests that this phenome-
non also exists in adolescents aged 13— 18. What
should be noted is that, this gender difference on the
cognitive reappraisal is obtained after controlling for
personality traits and positive emotional experiences.
We found that female adolescent neuroticism scores
were higher than male scores. Previous research has al-
ready found that neuroticism has a significant negative
correlation with cognitive reappraisal, and reappraisal
has a significant positive correlation with positive emo-
tional experiences(Balzarotti, John, & Gross, 2010; Ca-
bello et al., 2003). Accordingly, we found that female
adolescent positive emotion experience scores were
lower than that of male adolescents. Thus, female ado-
lescents were more likely to use cognitive reappraisal
strategies than male adolescents were after controlling
for positive emotional experiences.

Further, we found significant age differences in
suppression strategies in adolescents aged 13 to 18.
Post hoc analyses showed that 15—, 16—, and 18—year—
old adolescents were more likely to use suppression
than 13— and 14-year—old adolescents. Different re-
searchers have come to different conclusions about age
effects on expression suppression strategy. Gross and
his colleagues noted the decreasing use of suppression
with age in adult participants(John & Gross, 2004),
Gullone and his colleagues found that the use of expres-
sion suppression decreased with age in their pool of 9—
to 15—year—old children and adolescents. These find-
ings are not consistent with our conclusion, so we de-
duce that the change tendency of the use of suppres-
sion strategies is different at different developmental
periods.

In this study, we did not find significant interac-
tion between age and gender group in the use of sup-
pression in adolescents aged 13— 18. This indicates
that gender differences in suppression are relatively

stable, suggesting that they would not change with age,
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at least for the adolescent aged 13-18. These research
findings can be accounted to by the concept of “trait—
like,” namely that the development of suppression will
be more stable with age and become a part of an indi-
vidual’ s characteristics(Cole, Michel, & Teti, 1994).
Gullone and colleagues once used “trait-like” to ex-
plain their research findings. Their research found that
people between the ages of 9 and 15 years old were
less likely use suppression strategies with age, and that
the rate declined gradually in girls, specifically. They
asserted that this phenomenon could be attributed to
different maturity in boys and girls(i.e., girls mature
earlier than boys, so the use of suppression strategies
in girls would become stable earlier than in boys) (Gul-
lone, Hughes, King, & Tonge, 2010). Similarly, we de-
duce that because of the maturity effect, the use of sup-
pression strategies tends towards stability in adoles-
cents aged 13 to 18 years old, which makes the gender
differences in this age period remain comparatively sta-
ble. However, in Hoeksema’ s research, elder women
between the ages of 65 and 75 were more likely to use
suppression than middle—aged women(ages of 45 and
55) and younger people(ages of 25 and 35). Elder wom-
en were also more likely to use suppression strategies
than men at the same age stage(Hoeksema & Aldao,
2011). Combining our findings, it may suggest that the
developmental trend of suppression will be different at
different stages of age, change of living environment,
and developmental tasks. Moreover, this developmental
tendency may also have significant gender differences.
Our research found that female adolescents were
more likely to use reappraisal strategies than males af-
ter we statistically controlled for neuroticism; therefore,
we deduce from this phenomenon that neuroticism will
affect female adolescents’ use of reappraisal strategies
significantly. However, previous studies have yet pro-
vided evidence to support this hypothesis, future stud-
ies to explore the effect mechanism of personality traits
on the use of emotion regulation strategies may help to
provide further insight on the emotion regulation devel-
opment. Finally, our research only used personality
traits and positive and negative emotional affect as co—
variables. Future studies need to consider other vari-

ables that influence emotion regulation development,

such as the living environments and peer relationships
of individuals, to further vilidate the gender differences

in emotion regulation.
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