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Abstract Although emotional suppression has usually
been considered to be associated to psychopathological
symptoms and aggression, different studies yielded controver-
sial findings and highlighted possible gender differences in
these relationships. In an attempt to cast light on this issue,
we administered to a sample of 380 community-dwelling
individuals the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, the
Aggression Questionnaire and the Symptom CheckList-90-
Revised. Gender differences (favoring women) emerged
on the habitual use of cognitive reappraisal and expres-
sive suppression. Interestingly, associations of emotional
suppression were only significant among females, and
mainly regarded psychological distress. In an attempt
to test whether the flexibility in the use of emotion
regulation strategies was more important for psycholog-
ical well-being, we tested interaction effects between
reappraisal and suppression on psychopathological dis-
eases and aggression measures. Significant interaction
effects were found among men and only on aggressive
measures. Such results confirmed gender differences in
emotion regulation and the relevance of flexibility in the
use of emotional regulation strategies as part of adaptive
emotional functioning.
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The concept of emotion regulation refers to a set of processes
that people use to modulate, consciously or not, their emotion-
al states in order to respond to environmental requests in an
adaptive way (Gross 1998). The Process Model of Emotion
Regulation (Gross 1998) distinguishes between antecedent-
focused strategies, which precede the emotional response,
and response-focused strategies, which are initiated when
the emotion is already under way. Cognitive reappraisal, an
example of the former category, describes the process of
connecting a particular meaning to a situation in order to regu-
late the imminent emotional experience. In contrast, emotional
suppression is a response-focused strategy that refers to
deliberate attempts to limit one’s emotionally expressive
behavior when aroused. Research in this area has led to a
functional differentiation of these strategies based on their
ability to facilitate adaptive (as opposed to a maladaptive)
responses. For instance, it has been demonstrated that the
use of adaptive emotion regulation strategies such as re-
appraisal was correlated with indicators of good psycho-
logical functioning while the use of maladaptive strate-
gies, including suppression, is generally associated with
overall psychopatology (Gross and John 2003).

An emotion regulation perspective has been widely
adopted in the study of internalizing disorders such as depres-
sion or anxiety disorders. Indeed, an inability to cope with
negative emotions is considered a central feature of depression
and anxiety (Aldao et al. 2010; Gross and Muñoz 1995). A
difficulty in regulating emotions has also been linked with
psychosomatic symptoms (Lundh et al. 2001). In particular,
psychosomatic disease has been linked to alexithymic features

* Patrizia Velotti
patrizia.velotti@unige.it

1 Department of Dynamic and Clinical Psychology, Sapienza
University of Rome, Rome, Italy

2 Department of Developmental Psychology, Tilburg University,
Tilburg, The Netherlands

3 Department of Educational Sciences, University of Genoa, Genoa,
Corso Andrea Podestà 2, 16128 Genoa, Italy

Curr Psychol
DOI 10.1007/s12144-017-9623-7

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-017-9623-7&domain=pdf


(i.e., difficulties in identifying, labeling, and describing one’s
feelings) as well as to a general deficit in the ability to tolerate
negative emotions and to connect them to physical sensations
(Subic-Wrana et al. 2010). Finally, recent findings suggest that
emotion dysregulation can also characterize psychotic disor-
ders (Garofalo and Velotti 2015).

In recent years, research on emotion regulation has also
been conducted in the study of externalizing behavior and
psychopathology (Aldao et al. 2010). Specifically, an emotion
regulation framework has also been applied to the study of
aggression and violent behavior, especially among male of-
fenders (Roberton et al. 2014). For instance, emotional sup-
pression in response to negative mood induction has been
shown to predict displaced aggression using an experimental
procedure among undergraduate students (Scott et al. 2015).
Moreover, it has recently been reported that a more general
deficit in emotion regulation could characterize violent of-
fenders, and that overall emotion dysregulation was related
to hostility, anger, trait aggression, and actual aggressive be-
havior (Garofalo et al. 2016; Roberton et al. 2014).

In an effort to advance research on the association between
emotion regulation strategies and maladaptive outcomes, sev-
eral authors proposed that, rather than being inherently adap-
tive or maladaptive, each emotion regulation strategy could be
either adaptive or maladaptive in different contexts or depend-
ing on different situational contingencies (Webb et al. 2012).
Accordingly, it has been proposed the importance of consid-
ering the flexibility in the use of emotion regulation strategies
as an integral component of healthy functioning (Bonanno
et al. 2004). In other words, it could be an impairment in an
individual’s ability to choose from different emotion regula-
tion strategies and use them flexibly to be associated with
maladaptive outcomes, rather than the use of an emotion reg-
ulation strategies per se (e.g., emotional suppression; Webb
et al. 2012). For instance, Aldao and Nolen-Hoeksema
(2011) reported that, in a sample of community residents,
the negative association between adaptive emotion regulation
strategies and psychopathological symptoms was moderated
by levels of maladaptive strategies. Likewise, recent evidence
suggests that emotional suppression is not always and neces-
sarily linked to negative outcomes in nonclinical samples
(e.g., Bonanno et al. 2004) and specifically some studies did
not find a relation between suppression and depressive symp-
toms (Flynn et al. 2010). Similarly, the positive associations
between cognitive reappraisal and individual well-being have
been inconsistent across studies (e.g., Webb et al. 2012).

Finally, there is substantial evidence that the use of emotion
regulation strategies may vary across gender. Indeed, women
usually report a greater use of reappraisal than men (Nolen-
Hoeksema 2012), whereas men use suppression more often
than women (Flynn et al. 2010). It has been argued that wom-
en are particularly prone to use reappraisal because they
would appraise events as more stressful (Tamres et al. 2002)

and report greater affect intensity comparing to men (Fujita
et al. 1991). In a similar way, women could have been edu-
cated to pay deliberate attention to their emotions while male
gender socialization would lead men to inhibit emotional ex-
pression (Gross and John 1998). Further, gender differences
could also have an impact on the relationships between emo-
tion dysregulation and both internalizing and externalizing
symptoms (Nolen-Hoeksema 2012). Actually, different pat-
terns have been reported when investigating the association
between maladaptive emotion regulation and both depressive
(Flynn et al. 2010) and anxious symptoms (Bardeen and
Stevens 2015), comparing men and women. Flynn et al.
(2010) found that the effect of emotional suppression on de-
pressive symptomatology was more pronounced among men
in a sample of undergraduate students. On the other hand,
emotional inhibition was associated with anxiety only among
women (Bardeen and Stevens 2015). Similarly, gender differ-
ences have also been found in the relation between emotion
dysregulation and aggression (e.g., Bowie 2010). For in-
stance, sex moderated the mediating role of emotion dysreg-
ulation in the association between negative affectivity and
physical aggression, such that emotion dysregulation was
more strongly related to aggression among men in a nonclin-
ical sample (Donahue et al. 2014). Likewise, in a sample of
students from undergraduate psychology courses, emotion
dysregulation has been found to mediate the association be-
tween childhoodmaltreatment and intimate partner abuse only
among men (Gratz et al. 2009). In contrast, Bowie (2010)
found that poor emotion regulation predicted aggression
among women only. However, Bowie examined this relation-
ship in a sample of children and young adolescents, given a
possible explanation for such contrasting results.

In light of the above conceptual and empirical work, in the
present study we sought to examine, in a large community
sample, gender differences in the use of two widely studied
emotion regulation strategies (i.e., suppression and reapprais-
al) as well as in their associations with internalizing (i.e., psy-
chopathological symptoms) and externalizing (i.e., aggression
dimensions) spectra. It has been pointed out the importance to
consider flexibility in emotion regulation but, to our knowl-
edge, studies did not examine if the capacity to resort in a
flexible way to emotion regulation strategies is differentially
associated with negative aspects of psychological fuctionning
across gender. Moreover, no previous study examined such
topic in internalizing and externalizing spectra simultaneous-
ly. In line with previous studies (e.g., Flynn et al. 2010; Nolen-
Hoeksema 2012), we expected that on average women would
use reappraisal more frequently than men, which in turn were
expected to show greater levels of suppression. As for the
other constructs, we expected men to report higher levels of
physical aggression, whereas women were expected to report
greater levels of psychopathological distress, especially de-
pressive and anxiety symptoms. However, given the
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contrasting findings reported to date examining both the inter-
nalizing (e.g., Bardeen and Stevens 2015; Flynn et al. 2010;
Nolen-Hoeksema 2012) and externalizing (e.g., Bowie 2010;
Donahue et al. 2014; Gratz et al. 2009) spectra, no specific
hypotheses could be drawn regarding gender consistency in
the associations between emotion regulation strategies, psy-
chopathological symptoms, and aggression. Tentative hypoth-
eses based on recent findings were that the associations be-
tween reappraisal (negative) and suppression (positive) with
psychopathological distress were stronger among women,
whereas associations with aggression were stronger among
men. Finally, in order to corroborate the relevance of flexible
emotion regulation, we tested whether the interaction between
the use of suppression and the use of reappraisal could further
explain levels of psychopathological distress and aggression.

Material and Methods

Participants and Procedure

The sample consisted of 379 (66.1% women, N = 251) com-
munity participants, who volunteered to participate in the
study after providing written informed consent. Participants
were recruited by means of a snowball sampling technique.
Undergraduate students in psychology course were asked to
complete the measures and to administer the battery of ques-
tionnaires to friends or family members. All participants re-
sided in Genoa, Italy. No compensation was provided for par-
ticipating at the study. Men (Mage = 31, SD = 11.41) were
significantly older than women (Mage = 28.50; SD = 9.88),
t = 2.11; p < .05). All procedures were approved by the Ethical
Review Committee of the Department of Dynamic and
Clinical Psychology at Sapienza University of Rome.

Measures

Aggression The Aggression Questionnaire developed by
Buss and Perry in 1992 was used to assess trait aggression.
The 29 items of this scale are rated on a 5-point Likert scale,
and produce scores on four factors: Anger; Hostility; Physical
aggression; and Verbal aggression. The validation study of the
AQ demonstrated a good test-retest reliability over 9-weeks
and a good internal consistency (Buss and Perry 1992). The
Italian validation of the AQ (Fossati et al. 2003) confirmed its
good psychometric properties in terms of factor structure and
internal consistency In the present study, internal consistency
coefficients for all scales ranged between .76 (Verbal
Aggression) to .83 (Physical Aggression), with the total score
showing a Cronbach’s α of .90.

Emotion Regulation The Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
(ERQ) developed by Gross and John (2003) was used to

assess Cognitive Reappraisal (α = .87) and Emotional
Suppression (α = .79). The ERQ consists of 10 items rated
on a 7-point Likert scale. Balzarotti et al. (2010) have demon-
strated good internal consistency and 2-month test–retest reli-
ability for the Italian version.

Psychological Distress The Symptom Checklist-90-Revised
(SCL-90-R; Derogatis and Lazarus 1994) is a self-report
checklist that measures the presence and the severity of psy-
chological distress in the last month. The 90 items are rated on
a 5-point Likert scale. This instrument encompasses nine
symptom subscales: somatization (α = .82), obsession-
compulsion (α = .84), interpersonal sensitivity (α = .84), de-
pression (α = .90), anxiety (α = .84), hostility (α = .76), pho-
bic anxiety (α = .75), paranoid ideation (α = .77), and
psychoticism (α = .81). The SCL-90-R also provides a score
indicating the overall level of psychological distress (Global
Severity Index, GSI) which exhibited excellent internal con-
sistency (α = .97) Therefore, the instrument has confirmed the
good internal consistency of the original version (α = .70–.96)
as well as the reliability and validity of the Italian SCL-90-R,
as provided by Prunas et al. (2012).

Data Analytic Approach

Univariate (ANOVA) and multivariate (MANOVA) analyses
of covariance (controlling for age) were carried out to com-
pare men and women on all study variables, as appropriate.
Because empirical evidences showed that age influences
levels of emotion regulation (John and Gross 2004) and ag-
gression (Fossati et al. 2003), we introduced this variable as a
covariate. Partial Eta squared (η2p ) was used as an estimate of

the effect size of the univariate F tests. Partial correlations
(controlling for age) between ERQ variables and AQ variables
and between ERQ variables and SCL-90-R variables were
calculated separately for men and women. To test the interac-
tion effect between the use of reappraisal and the use of sup-
pression on the levels of aggression and psychopathological
distress, we split the sample by gender, centered variables on
means for men and women separately and used Linear
Regression Method entering age as a covariate. We used the
PROCESS macro for SPSS 22.0 (Hayes 2013) in order to
evaluate accurately statistical significances of the interaction
effects at different levels of the independent variable.

Results

Table 1 shows means and standard deviations for aggression
dimensions, emotion regulation strategies and psychological
distress scales, as well as group comparisons across gender. In
line with the expectations, men reported higher levels of
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physical aggression than women, which in turn showed higher
levels of hostility. Furthermore, women reported to use more
reappraisal and less suppression than men. Then, women
scored higher than men on all subscales of the SCL-90-R
except on the Psychoticism subscale, on which significant
differences were not found.

As shown in Table 2, in line with our expectations, psycho-
pathological symptoms were significantly associated with re-
appraisal (negatively) and suppression (positively), among
women only. The only exception regarded Phobic anxiety, that
was not associated with reappraisal. Among men, the only
significant association regarded the negative association
between reappraisal and somatization. Overall, these find-
ings indicated that reappraisal was associated with psy-
chological well-being, and suppression with psychologi-
cal distress, among women only. Contrary to our expec-
tations, associations between emotion regulation strategies
and aggression dimensions were also significant only
among women. Specifically, in the women sample, reap-
praisal was negatively associated with all aggression di-
mensions, whereas suppression was negatively related to
verbal aggression and positively to hostility. Thus, higher
levels of reappraisal were associated with fewer aggres-
sion tendencies only in women. Also, among women

only, suppression was associated with less use of verbal
aggression, but with greater hostility.

Finally, we examined if the interaction between levels of
reappraisal and levels of suppression could bring further un-
derstanding of individuals differences in psychopathological
symptoms or aggression. We tested the interaction hypotheses
separately for men and women. Results are illustrated in
Tables 3 and 4. We did not found any significant interaction
among the women sample. Similarly, among men, levels of
suppression and reappraisal did not seem to interact in the
association with psychopathological distress. However,
among men, we found a significant interaction effect between
levels of emotion regulation strategies in relation to the total
score of the AQ and the Hostility subscale (p < .05 for
both dependent variables). Such results are illustrated in
Figs. 1 and 2. Moreover, in the men group, the negative
associations between reappraisal and AQ total score were
significant only when suppression was high (for suppres-
sion = + 1SD: b = −4.79, p < .05) while when suppres-
sion was low or moderate, reappraisal was not associated
with AQ total score (for suppression = − 1SD: b = 1.32,
p > .05; for suppression = Mean: b = −1.74, p > .05) .
Similarly, the negative association between reappraisal
and Hostility score was significant only when suppression

Table 1 Means, standard deviations (SD) and group comparison (controlling for age) for all study variables (N = 379)

Men (N = 128) Women (N = 251) Group Comparison Total (N = 379)

M SD M SD F η2p M SD

AQ

Physical Aggression 17.48 6.48 14.13 5.34 29.26*** .07 15.26 5.95

Verbal Aggression 14.35 3.74 13.66 4.24 2.59 .00 13.89 4.09

Anger 15.50 5.25 16.09 5.30 0.82 .00 15.89 5.28

Hostility 16.31 5.03 18.29 5.73 8.44** .02 17.62 5.58

Total Score 63.61 16.57 62.18 15.75 1.14** .00 62.66 16.02

ERQ

Reappraisal 4.72 1.02 4.97 1.05 4.93* .01 4.88 1.05

Suppression 3.70 1.20 3.18 1.24 12.98*** .03 3.35 1.24

SCL-90-R

Somatization .55 .42 .83 .60 22.25** .06 .74 .56

Obsessive-compulsive .80 .57 1.00 .71 6.96** .02 .94 .67

Interpersonal sensitivity .50 .46 .78 .66 15.22*** .04 .69 .61

Depression .60 .51 .98 .73 24.84*** .06 .85 .69

Anxiety .55 .42 .81 .65 16.11*** .04 .72 .59

Hostility .61 .58 .68 .59 0.67 .00 .65 .59

Phobic anxiety .15 .31 .25 .45 4.58* .01 .22 .41

Paranoid ideation .66 .58 .84 .69 5.43* .01 .78 .66

Psychoticism .33 .44 .39 .49 1.17 .00 .37 .47

Global Severity Index .54 .38 .76 .53 15.55*** .04 .69 .49

AQ Aggression Questionnaire, ERQ Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, SCL-90-R Symptom CheckList-90-Revised
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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was high (for suppression = + 1SD: b = −1.36, p < .05) while
reappraisal was not associatedwith hostility when suppression
low (for suppression = − 1 SD: b = .45, p > .05) or moderate
for suppression = Mean: b = −.46, p > .05). Then, results
showed a significant negative interaction between suppression
and reappraisal on the Anger subscale (p < .05) as showed in
Fig. 3. Finally, a significant interaction effect was also found
for the Verbal Aggression subscale (p < .05). Data showed that
the positive association between reappraisal and verbal ag-
gression was significant only at low levels of suppression
(for suppression = − 1SD: b = .82, p < .05) but reappraisal
was not associated with Verbal Aggression when suppression
was moderate (for suppression = Mean: b = .13, p > .05) or
high (for suppression = + 1SD: b = −.56, p > .05).

Discussion

While connections among different forms of psychopathology
and emotion regulation strategies are well-established, con-
trasting results are reported regarding the role played by gen-
der in such associations. The present study contributes to the
literature in this area in several ways. First, our results con-
firmed previous findings about gender differences in the use
of emotion regulation strategies. Further, we added new evi-
dence to support that associations between maladaptive emo-
tion regulation (specifically, suppression), psychological

distress, and aggression, might be more pronounced among
women. Finally, the present research extends current knowl-
edge about the role of flexibility in the use of emotion regu-
lation for levels of well-being. Specifically, our results
underlined how emotion regulations strategies are associated
differently with aggression among men and women. Indeed,
among men, it seems that aggression is not associated with the
use of reappraisal or suppression per se (as seen among wom-
en) rather than with the capacity to use such strategies in a
flexible way.

First, as extensively reported in the literature (e.g., Nolen-
Hoeksema 2012) women reported greater levels of psycho-
pathological distress thanmen. Further, our findings regarding
gender differences in aggression dimensions partially con-
firmed those of previous studies. As expected, men reported
higher levels of physical aggression than women (Buss and
Perry 1992). However, in our sample, no differences emerged
on verbal aggression and anger, and women reported higher
levels of hostility than men. This result contrasts with the
study of Buss and Perry (1992), in which men were more
hostile than women. However, it has been found elsewhere
that Italian women seem to exhibit higher levels of hostility
compared with other samples (Fossati et al. 2003). Our results
can be interpreted in light of different socialization practices
regardingmasculinity and femininity. For example, it has been
argued that gender socialization could lead men to avoid the
expression of emotions, incoherent with the social male role,

Table 2 Partial correlations
(controlling for age) between
emotion regulation strategies
(reappraisal and suppression),
psychopathological distress, and
aggression dimensions across
gender

Men (N = 128) Women (N = 251)

ERQ Reappraisal ERQ Suppression ERQ Reappraisal ERQ Suppression

SCL-90-R

Somatization −.26 ** −.12 −.17** .22***

Obsessive-Compulsive −.03 .08 −.18** .35***

Interpersonal sensitivity −.12 .10 −.14* .28***

Depression −.04 .15 −.22*** .31***

Anxiety −.11 −.07 −.23*** .25***

Hostility −.11 −.08 −.27*** .18**

Phobic anxiety −.13 .08 −.08 .18**

Paranoid Ideation −.07 −.03 −.20** .24***

Psychoticism −.15 .01 −.19** .27***

GSI −.14 .03 −.23*** .31***

AQ

Physical aggression −.16 −.05 −.33*** .10

Verbal aggression .07 −.08 −.13* −.14*

Anger −.04 −.08 −.28*** −.03
Hostility −.06 .04 −.28*** .28***

Total score −.08 −.02 −.34*** .08

SCL-90-R Symptom Checklist 90 Revised, GSI Global Severity Index of the SCL-90-R, AQ Aggression
Questionnaire, ERQ Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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and to replace them with the expression of anger through
violent and aggressive behavior (Gratz et al. 2009). Indeed,
men showed an higher proneness to act in a physical aggres-
sive way to externalize their aggressive tendencies, whereas it
is possible that women resort to more indirect forms of
(relational) aggression.

Results concerning gender differences in the use of emo-
tion regulation strategies were largely consistent with previous
studies (Flynn et al. 2010). Indeed, women reported to use
more reappraisal than men, which in turn reported higher
levels of suppression than women. In line with the gender
socialization theory, it is possible to infer that men learn that
they should conceal and deny their emotions throughout the
development, or at least that suppressing emotions (rather than
reappraising the eliciting situations) could be considered more
appropriate in men than women. It is also possible that men
are less in need of using of emotion and response focused
strategies than women because more inclined to modulate
the conditions that elicit emotions (trough selection of the
situation or deployment of attention). In line with this possible
explanation, and consistently with prior findings (Aldao et al.
2010) we found that, only among women, psychopathological
distress was negatively related to reappraisal and positively
related to suppression. These results might legitimate the func-
tional differentiation between adaptive (emotion focused) and
maladaptive (response focused) strategies.

Moreover, our results support the idea that the use of differ-
ent emotion regulation strategies plays a key role in the devel-
opment or in themaintenance of psychopathological symptoms
in women, but not in men. It is possible that deviating from the

use of emotion regulation strategies that are socially expected
from women (i.e., high reappraisal, low suppression) is more
detrimental than it is for men. Furthermore, it could be argued
that psychopathological symptoms in men are linked to other
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies, such as emotional
avoidance, rumination or use of alcohol. The only exception
regarded psychosomatic symptoms. Indeed, we found that also
among men, reappraisal was negatively associated with psy-
chosomatic symptoms. This result is consistent with prior stud-
ies that showed that psychosomatic disorders were associated
with alexithymic traits (Subic-Wrana et al. 2010).

Examining correlations between each emotion regulation
strategy and aggression dimensions, we found that the use of
emotion regulation strategies, considering them separately,
was associated with aggression among women only. This
finding is consistent with the study by Bowie (2010), although
other studies have reported the opposite pattern (e.g., Donahue
et al. 2014; Gratz et al. 2009). It should be pointed out that our
conclusions, drawn from a study on a sample of young adults,
seem to confirmed evidences found among a sample of chil-
dren and adolescents. Then, in our sample, women who made
a greater use of reappraisal were less aggressive. We also
found that women who were more hostile made a greater
use of suppression and a lower use of reappraisal. Such results
suggest that the use of reappraisal might be a relevant feature
associated to aggressive tendencies among women, whereas
an excessive use of suppression could account for the greater
presence of hostility in women.

Interestingly, we found that women who are more verbally
aggressive make a lower use of suppression. Such result
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indicates a positive role played by suppression that could be
explained considering the importance of context in evaluating
the adaptive valence of regulation strategies. Indeed, it is easy
to imagine how the suppression mechanism could be helpful
in situation where it would not be appropriate express negative
feelings openly. On the other hand, it should be noted that
verbal aggression has been previously linked with measures
of assertiveness (Buss and Perry 1992), and clearly represents
a less maladaptive way to express aggressive tendencies than
physical aggression. Therefore, another possible explanation
of this association is that women who tend to suppress their
feelings, do not express them. As such, it is plausible that
when they experience angry, aggressive, or antagonistic feel-
ings, they do not express them verbally, perhaps resorting to
less adaptive strategies to cope with those negative emotions,
such as physical aggression.

Looking at the interaction effects between suppression and
reappraisal, interesting patterns emerged. Indeed, as discussed
above, among women, suppression and reappraisal seem to
play independent roles in externalizing psychopathology. In
contrast, among men, we did not found significant correla-
tions between the use of the emotion regulation strategies
and aggression considering reappraisal and suppression as
two independent strategies but analyses showed significant
interactions between reappraisal and suppression, underlying
a complex role played by emotional regulation in aggression
among men. While it has been confirmed the absence of as-
sociation between emotion regulation strategies and psycho-
pathological symptoms among men, the examination of the
interaction effects between these strategies evidenced a role
played by emotional regulation in aggression. First, we found
that reappraisal was positively associated with verbal aggres-
sion when men exhibited low levels of suppression. Such data
constitutes an additional support to the conceptualization,
discussed above, of verbal aggression as a more adaptive form
of aggression. In that sense, reappraisal could operate as an
adaptive strategy, allowing men to express negative feelings
through verbal aggression rather than responding to such emo-
tional states with more dysfunctional behaviors as physical
aggression. Then, our results showed that reappraisal was neg-
atively associated with aggression, hostility and anger only
when men exhibited high levels of suppression. This result

is line with prior findings suggesting that the negative associ-
ation between adaptive emotion regulation strategies (here,
reappraisal) and dysfunctional psychological functioning
might actually depend on levels of maladaptive emotion reg-
ulation strategies (here, suppression; Aldao and Nolen-
Hoeksema 2011). Moreover, it seems that high levels of sup-
pression are disadaptive only if men are not able to resort to
other adaptive strategies. That is, the use of reappraisal per se
could not be adaptive toward aggressive tendencies, rather this
effect occurs only when suppression is strongly used. In that
sense, we could think that reappraisal reveals itself as an adap-
tive regulation strategy only when men are using an excessive
level of suppression. In a similar way, it is possible to think
that high levels of suppression are disadaptive only when
coupled with low levels of reappraisal. With a certain degree
of inference, it is possible a specific pattern (high suppression,
high reappraisal) describes a group of men who are able to
flexibly select and use different emotion regulation strategies
in different situations. We could think that the fact that gender
socialization may lead to a greater use of suppression could
not constitute a disadaptive situation per se, but the dysfunc-
tional pattern may emerge when men are not able to be flex-
ible in their use of emotion regulation strategy in resorting to
alternative ones (as reappraisal). If women are educated to
mainly resort to reappraisal, it is more evident why the use
of suppression, emerging as a dysfunctional strategy also at
low levels, could be primarily associate with low well-being.
Men could have been educated to use suppression under cer-
tain social limits and the disadaptive aspect of such strategy
could emerge only when others psychological resources are
lacking. This would be consistent with the relevance of flex-
ibility in the use of emotion regulation strategies as part of
adaptive emotional functioning (Bonanno et al. 2004).
Therefore, these findings seem to suggest that interventions
aimed at reducing the aggression amongmen should primarily
focus on diminishing the use of suppression while in women
an intervention on both strategies seems recommended.

The present study has several limitations. First, we only used
self-report measures, which might be affected by response bias,
andmight fail to capture aspects that are more aptly assessed via
clinical interviews, informant-report, or laboratory tasks. For
example, it could be argued that men tend to score lower than
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women on the self-report measures of emotion regulation strat-
egies not because they do not use such strategies but because
they lack insight into these mechanisms. The use of self-report
only could have also inflated inter-correlations due to common
method variance. Others limitations are related to the nature of
our sample. The participation was voluntary and subjects were
not representative of the general population. Further, our sam-
ple was neither a clinical nor a forensic population, therefore
caution should be adopted when generalizing our results to
more severely disturbed or violent populations. An important
limitation of our study is that we measured only two strategies
of emotion regulation (reappraisal and suppression). However,
other emotion regulation strategies have recently been linked to
psychological distress and aggression, such as emotional avoid-
ance, rumination and drinking to cope. Finally, the cross sec-
tional design of our study does not allow us to draw conclusions
about the direction of the relations between constructs. It re-
mains unknown if the use of reappraisal and suppression are
mechanisms responsible for the outcomes (or for their mainte-
nance), if psychological distress and aggression shape emotion
regulation styles, or if a reciprocal influence takes place.

Keeping these limitations inmind, our study provides some
support and additional information on the interrelations
among emotional regulation strategies, psychopathological
symptoms, and aggression across gender. Our findings con-
firmed previous studies about the role of emotion regulation
strategies among women and suggest that the (un)balance in
the use of cognitive reappraisal and emotional suppression
might be more relevant for men’s adaptive functioning.
Specifically, comparing to women, reappraisal could be less
adaptive in men as a strong use of this strategy could not
associated with less aggression when the level of suppression
remain moderated. On the whole, our study supports the im-
portance of studying and treating emotion regulation placing
emphasis on both maladaptive and adaptive strategies, as well
as on the flexibility in their use.
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