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Abstract: Emotional suppression has been considered a critical factor in determining one’s mental 
health and psychological well-being in intimate relationships such as marriage. The present study 
aimed to delineate the nuanced association between emotional suppression and psychological well-
being in marriage by considering two critical factors: (a) individual differences in motivational ori-
entation and (b) the perceived level of a partner’s emotional suppression. A set of two online survey 
studies were conducted on a large sample of married participants. The participants were asked to 
indicate (a) their own level of emotional suppression, (b) the perceived level of their spouse’s emo-
tional suppression, (c) relationship motivation, and (d) satisfaction with marital life. The results con-
sistently indicated that for prevention-focused individuals being emotionally suppressive was as-
sociated with greater marital satisfaction, but only for those who perceived their spouses as also 
emotionally suppressive. Conversely, for promotion-focused individuals, being less emotionally 
suppressive was associated with greater marital satisfaction, but again, only for those who per-
ceived their spouses as also being less emotionally suppressive. These findings provide insights into 
research on emotion regulation and self-regulatory strategies in influencing psychological well-be-
ing and mental health in an intimate relationship. 

Keywords: emotional suppression; regulatory focus; spousal behavior; psychological well-being; 
marital satisfaction 
 

1. Introduction 
In marriage, some spouses tend to overtly express their feelings to actively resolve 

issues and promote shared feelings of intimacy [1,2]. On the other hand, some are inclined 
to inhibit their emotional expressions to avoid disruptions and maintain a stable relation-
ship [3]. However, which emotional strategy would be more helpful for a successful mar-
riage: overtly displaying one’s emotions or being covert about one’s emotions? 

Emotional suppression, defined as the conscious inhibition of expressive behaviors 
during emotional arousal [4], has been considered to have a noteworthy effect on an indi-
vidual’s mental health and psychological well-being in close relationships [5,6]. The past 
literature has mostly discussed its potential adverse effects on intimate relationships such 
as marriage. For instance, researchers found that habitual suppression of emotional ex-
pression was associated with lower relationship satisfaction among both romantic and 
married couples [7–9]. Hence, in this vein, it would seem that minimal concealment in the 
expression of one’s emotions should help promote marital success. 

Meanwhile, another stream of research findings suggests that emotional suppression 
may entail some adaptive social functions with positive implications. For instance, longi-
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tudinal research on marriage has revealed that the quicker the spouses’ emotional sup-
pression, the greater the marital satisfaction of both partners [10]. Furthermore, scholars 
have found that people who intend to foster stable relationships value emotional suppres-
sion more in order to achieve interpersonal harmony; thus, emotional suppression is as-
sociated with greater well-being [11,12]. In line with these findings, one of the most recent 
studies on emotional regulation found the absence of negative consequences for emo-
tional suppression within marriage [13]. 

Based on this analysis of the literature, it remains unclear why emotional suppression 
appears detrimental in some cases but helpful in others. To delineate the nuanced associ-
ations between emotional suppression and psychological well-being in marriage, the pre-
sent study emphasizes the importance of considering two critical factors: (a) individual 
differences in motivational orientation in terms of prevention and promotion motivations 
and (b) the perceived level of suppression of the corresponding partner. 

1.1. Emotional Suppression and Regulatory Focus 
To resolve the inconsistency among the effects of emotional suppression on satisfac-

tion in marriage, the present study suggests the need to consider which emotional behav-
iors are more adaptive for people with different motivational goals in their relationships 
[14]. Since individuals set distinctive motivational goals in marriage, such as preventing 
conflicts or promoting intimacy [15,16], the effects of emotional suppression on one’s re-
lationship satisfaction may differ depending on the extent to which their emotional be-
havior aligns with their ultimate goals. In this regard, the present study discusses the long-
standing theoretical framework of motivational systems: regulatory focus theory [17]. 

According to regulatory focus theory [17], individuals have two distinct motivational 
systems: prevention and promotion. Prevention-focused individuals are mainly moti-
vated by their desire to avoid potential costs, whereas promotion-focused individuals are 
generally driven by their desire to achieve potential rewards. Based on these differences, 
individuals adopt contrasting strategies to achieve their divergent goals [18]. 

Specifically, prevention-focused individuals aim to escape from negative outcomes 
and, thus, primarily adopt avoidance strategies [17–19]. Since prevention-motivated indi-
viduals prefer avoiding negative experiences (i.e., conflicts and disruptions) over obtain-
ing positive experiences (i.e., intimacy and affection) [15,20], they place more value on 
maintaining relationship stability than enhancing their relationship when determining 
satisfaction [21]. In such situations, emotional suppression is considered a positive avoid-
ance strategy for those with prevention motivation, as the inhibition of emotional behav-
iors is assumed to be the safest way to maintain the status quo and ensure that nothing 
goes wrong within the relationship [14,22]. Thus, it could be predicted that emotional sup-
pression would lead to greater marital satisfaction for prevention-focused individuals. 

In contrast, promotion-focused individuals seek positive outcomes and, thus, mainly 
adopt approach strategies [17–20]. They consider it more important to attain potential 
benefits, such as feeling uplifted and affectionate, when pursuing relationship satisfaction 
[15]. In such cases, overtly conveying one’s emotions constitutes an effective way of work-
ing toward attaining better outcomes, such as resolving conflicts and increased feelings of 
closeness, rendering emotional suppression counterproductive [23]. Hence, as opposed to 
prevention-focused individuals, being less emotionally suppressive would lead to greater 
marital satisfaction, as concealing emotions does not align well with their relationship 
goals. 

1.2. Regulatory Fit: Congruence between Partners 
In line with the suggestion that one’s regulatory focus plays a significant role in pre-

dicting the adaptiveness of their emotional strategies, the current study also suggests the 
value of considering another critical factor within the interactive dynamics of marital re-
lationships: perceptions of the partner’s behavior [24]. Emotional suppression occurs not 
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in a vacuum but mostly within the context of social interactions [24–26], where the per-
ceived behavior of the partner should also be crucial when determining whether one’s 
own emotional strategy should be adaptive. Although studies have shown that a spouse’s 
level of emotional suppression could significantly affect one’s satisfaction in marriage 
[8,11], scholars have yet to directly examine the interactive effects between one’s own and 
one’s perceived level of their spouse’s emotional suppression. Therefore, the present 
study investigates how one’s perceptions of their partner’s emotional suppression also 
shape the adaptiveness of their own within marriage. 

Specifically, we predict that an individual’s adaptive emotional behavior would most 
likely lead to greater marital satisfaction when their spouse’s behavior is also perceived 
as congruent (vs. incongruent) with their emotional strategy [27]. To support this predic-
tion, research has emphasized the importance of the match between individuals’ motiva-
tional goals and their surrounding environment, which encourages their use of specific 
means to achieve such goals (i.e., regulatory fit [28]). Since individuals set distinctive goals 
(stability vs. advancement) in marriage and consistently monitor their spouse’s fulfillment 
of these motivational goals [29], the perception of a spouse’s pursuit of a joint goal should 
positively contribute to one’s marital happiness [27]. Hence, for prevention-motivated in-
dividuals, emotional suppression would be associated with higher marital satisfaction 
when their respective spouses are also perceived as being emotionally suppressive. Simi-
larly, for promotion-motivated individuals, being more overt with one’s emotions would 
be associated with more positive outcomes when their respective spouses are also per-
ceived as less emotionally suppressive. 

In contrast, we predict that the positive effects of one’s emotional behavior may be 
attenuated when their spouse’s behavior is perceived as incongruent with their own, as 
their spouse’s opposite behavior may offset their effort to either prevent risks or achieve 
rewards within the relationship [27]. For prevention-focused individuals, despite the ef-
fectiveness of emotional suppression for avoiding risks and maintaining a stable dynamic 
[30], the positive impact of such efforts may be negated when their spouse is perceived as 
being overtly expressive with their emotions, which disrupts the desired stability. Simi-
larly, promotion-focused individuals’ efforts to actively communicate their emotions and 
achieve better outcomes may be mitigated when their spouse is perceived as withholding 
their emotions to prevent their relationship from improving. Therefore, we predict that 
the positive impact of adaptive behaviors for both prevention- and promotion-focused 
individuals would be diminished when they perceive their spouse as behaving in the op-
posite direction from their marital goals. 

1.3. Overview of the Present Study 
This current research uses a set of two studies that consider one’s regulatory focus 

and the perceived level of the marital partner’s emotional suppression to outline the dif-
ferential effects of emotional suppression within marriage. We hypothesize that for pre-
vention-focused individuals, being emotionally suppressive would be associated with 
greater marital satisfaction, with stronger effects when they perceive their spouses as the 
same. In a similar vein, for promotion-motivated individuals, we predict that less emo-
tional suppression would be associated with greater marital satisfaction, with stronger 
effects when they perceive their spouses as less emotionally suppressive as well. We pre-
dict that the positive impacts of the regulatory strategies employed by both prevention- 
and promotion-focused individuals would be offset and negated when their spouses’ be-
haviors are perceived as incongruent with their regulatory strategy. 

One must note that our hypotheses were tested using individuals’ reports on their 
own and partners’ levels of emotional suppression rather than utilizing dyadic reports 
from both spouses. Several reasons support this decision. First, past research has found 
that individuals’ reports of their partners’ emotional suppression levels did not signifi-
cantly correlate with their partners’ self-reports of their emotional suppression levels [24]. 
This confers that couples might not be able to accurately gauge or agree on each other’s 
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emotional suppression levels due to the introspective and covert nature of emotional sup-
pression. Second, it has been shown that individuals’ perception of their partners’ emo-
tional suppression is a stronger predictor of their relationship satisfaction than their part-
ners’ self-reported levels of emotional suppression [24]. Hence, in testing our prediction 
on the role of a partner’s level of emotional suppression in regulatory fit, individual’s per-
ception of their partner’s emotional suppression level was considered both appropriate 
and sufficient for the present research. 

2. Study 1: Methods and Materials 
2.1. Participants and Procedures 

The present study tested its hypotheses as part of a larger research project on the 
psychological well-being of married individuals from South Korea. Data were collected 
from an online dataSpring survey administered to a total of 1179 married participants (633 
females, 546 males; mean age = 42.09 years; SD = 7.45 years). A post hoc power analysis 
via G*Power [31] revealed that such a sample size allows for the detection of small effect 
sizes with 95% statistical power at a 0.05 alpha level. After providing informed consent, 
the participants completed several self-report measures presented through a secure web-
site. All procedures were approved by the university’s institutional review board for eth-
ics. 

2.2. Measures 
2.2.1. Emotional Suppression toward One’s Spouse 

Participants answered the suppression subscale of the Emotion Regulation Question-
naire (ERQ) [32] to describe their habitual level of emotional suppression within marriage. 
The subscale consists of four items rated on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Each item was revised to specifically assess emotional sup-
pression in the context of marital relationships (e.g., “I control my emotions by not ex-
pressing them to my spouse”). The items in the present sample demonstrated adequate 
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84). 

2.2.2. Perceived Level of a Spouse’s Emotional Suppression 
The perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression was evaluated using the 

same suppression subscale [32]. The same four items rated on a seven-point Likert scale 
were then revised to determine the spouses’ suppression levels instead of the participants’ 
(e.g., “My spouse controls his/her emotions by not expressing them to me”). In the present 
sample, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.84. 

2.2.3. Regulatory Focus in Marital Relationships 
Although individuals may have varying degrees of prevention and promotion moti-

vations, the relative extent to which one leans toward one motivation in relation to the 
other ultimately determines an individual’s behaviors [19]. Therefore, a set of two face-
valid items was used to directly assess the extent to which the participants endorsed pre-
vention motivation relative to promotion motivation within marital relationships. This 
scale also adopted a seven-point Likert rating system from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree) for the following statements: “I am more oriented toward preventing neg-
ative outcomes in my relationship than I am toward achieving positive outcomes” and “I 
am striving to protect my relationship more than I am attempting to enhance my relation-
ship” (r = 0.84, p < 0.001). Higher scores indicate participants’ higher motivation via pre-
vention than promotion. 
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2.2.4. Marital Satisfaction 
The Quality Marriage Index [33], which contains six items rated on a seven-point 

Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), was used to measure the par-
ticipants’ marital satisfaction (e.g., “My relationship with my partner makes me happy”). 
The items indicated adequate reliability and validity during the initial development by 
Norton [33]. Following the methods from previous research [34], all six items were aver-
aged to create a single index, in which higher scores indicate greater marital satisfaction. 
This scale displayed a high level of reliability in our sample (Cronbach’s α = 0.96). All 
items in the present study were translated and back-translated into Korean. 

3. Study 1: Results 
Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations for the variables in Study 1 accord-

ing to the age groups of the participants, and Table 2 shows the correlation coefficients 
between the main variables. To test our hypothesis, we conducted hierarchical regression 
analysis following guidance from Baron and Kenny (1986) [35]. The first step inde-
pendently contained the mean-centered emotional suppression of the self, perceived level 
of a spouse’s emotional suppression, and regulatory focus. The second step added possi-
ble two-way interaction terms between the variables. Finally, the third step incorporated 
a three-way interaction between the variables (participant’s emotional suppression × per-
ceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression × regulatory focus). 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for Study 1 variables according to age groups. 

Table 2. Correlation coefficients among Study 1 variables. 

Correlation (**) is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). No missing values were observed, and all 
samples were included in the correlational analyses. Appendix A (Table A1) provides the correla-
tion coefficients adjusted for age. 

Table 3 displays the full regression values. Regarding marital satisfaction, the main 
effects of the three variables explained 13% (p < 0.001) of the variance in Step 1, whereas 
the three sets of two-way interactions contributed an additional 7% (p < 0.001) of variance 
in Step 2. Finally, the three-way interaction explained an additional 1% (p < 0.01) of vari-
ance. In Step 3, the results indicated the significant main effects of emotional suppression 
of the self (b = −0.07, p = 0.02), emotional suppression of the spouse (b = 0.10, p < 0.001), and 
regulatory focus (b = −0.27, p < 0.001). In addition, the interaction effects of emotional sup-
pression of the self × emotional suppression of the spouse and emotional suppression of 
the self × regulatory focus were also significant (b = 0.12, p < 0.001, and b = 0.05, p < 0.001, 
respectively). However, these main effects and two-way interactions are qualified by the 

AGE 
Mean (SD) 

21–30 (N = 21) 31–40 (N =520) 41–50 (N = 454) more than 51 (N = 183) 
N = 1178 (1 missing) 
(1) One’s own level of emotional sup-
pression 

3.40 (1.40) 3.65 (1.30) 4.00 (1.18) 4.28 (1.12) 

(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s emo-
tional suppression 

3.74 (1.56) 3.77 (1.26) 3.86 (1.24) 3.94 (1.29) 

(3) Regulatory focus 3.71 (1.62) 3.83 (1.58) 4.08 (1.50) 4.48 (1.45) 

(4) Marital satisfaction 5.33 (1.62) 5.27 (1.19) 4.86 (1.20) 4.82 (1.21) 

N = 1179 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
(1) One’s own level of emotional suppression  1 0.35 ** 0.47 ** −0.18 ** 
(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression  1 0.30 ** 0.04 
(3) Regulatory focus   1 −0.33 ** 
(4) Marital satisfaction    1 
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presence of significant three-way interactions (b = 0.03, t(1171) = 2.88, p < 0.01, 95% CI = 
[0.01, 0.04]), as seen in Figure 1. When gender was included in the model for a four-way 
interaction, no significant terms emerged, indicating that the interaction effects did not 
significantly differ by gender (b = 0.02, p = 0.40). Further, the three-way interaction also 
remained significant when marital duration was included in the regression model (b = 
0.03, t(1170) = 2.83, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.04]). 

Decomposing the three-way interaction, we first examined the participants who were 
more motivated by prevention than promotion (evaluated at +1 SD from the mean; here-
after, prevention-motivated individuals). For prevention-motivated individuals, the inter-
action between one’s own level of emotional suppression and the perceived level of their 
spouse’s emotional suppression was statistically significant for marital satisfaction (b = 
0.16, t(1171) = 7.14, p < 0.001). We then interpreted these significant interaction terms by 
plotting the scores for marital satisfaction at two data points, namely, one standard devi-
ation above (+1 SD) and one standard deviation below (−1 SD) the means of the perceived 
spousal emotional suppression. As predicted, for prevention-focused individuals who 
perceived their spouses as highly emotionally suppressive, the suppression of one’s emo-
tions was associated with higher marital satisfaction (b = 0.15, t(1171) = 3.25, p < 0.01, 95% 
CI = [0.06, 0.24]). However, for those who viewed their spouses as less emotionally sup-
pressive, their own levels of suppression were associated with lower marital satisfaction 
(b = −0.24, t(1171) = −5.19, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.33, −0.15]). 

For the participants who were more motivated by promotion than prevention (eval-
uated at −1 SD from the mean; indicated from this point as promotion-motivated individ-
uals), the interaction between one’s own level of emotional suppression and the perceived 
level of their spouse’s emotional suppression was also statistically significant regarding 
marital satisfaction but with significantly different patterns (b = 0.08, t(1171) = 3.03, p < 
0.01). Again, significant interaction terms were interpreted by plotting the predicted val-
ues for satisfaction and calculating simple slopes at two data points, namely, high (+1 SD) 
and low (−1 SD) levels of spousal emotional suppression. Consistent with our prediction, 
for promotion-focused individuals who viewed their spouses as less emotionally suppres-
sive, being less emotionally suppressive themselves was associated with higher marital 
satisfaction (b = −0.20, t(1171) = −4.57, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.28, −0.11]). However, for those 
who perceived their spouses as highly emotionally suppressive, being less suppressive of 
emotions themselves was no longer associated with greater marital satisfaction (b = −0.01, 
t(1171) = −0.11, p = 0.91, 95% CI = [−0.12, 0.11]). 

Table 3. Hierarchical regression analysis results for Study 1. 

 Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standard-
ized Coef-

ficients 
  95% Confidence In-

terval for B 

B Std. 
Error Beta t Sig. Lower 

Bound 
Upper 
Bound 

Step 1 (Constant) 5.04 0.03  152.18 0.00 4.98 5.11 
 One’s own Emotional Suppression −0.08 0.03 −0.08 −2.57 0.01 −0.14 −0.02 
 Spousal Emotional Suppression 0.16 0.03 0.17 5.66 0.00 0.11 0.22 
 Regulatory Focus −0.27 0.03 −0.34 −10.97 0.00 −0.32 −0.22 
Step 2  (Constant) 4.94 0.04  141.38 0.00 4.87 5.01 
 One’s own Emotional Suppression −0.06 0.03 −0.06 −1.99 0.05 −0.12 −0.00 
 Spousal Emotional Suppression 0.14 0.03 0.14 4.98 0.00 0.08 0.19 
 Regulatory Focus −0.26 0.02 −0.33 −10.88 0.00 −0.31 −0.21 
 Interaction 1 0.12 0.02 0.20 6.57 0.00 0.09 0.16 
 Interaction 2 0.05 0.02 0.09 2.86 0.00 0.02 0.08 
 Interaction 3 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.41 0.68 −0.03 0.04 
Step 3  (Constant) 4.93 0.04  141.54 0.00 4.86 5.00 
 One’s own Emotional Suppression −0.07 0.03 −0.08 −2.44 0.02 −0.13 −0.01 
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 Spousal Emotional Suppression 0.10 0.03 0.11 3.49 0.00 0.05 0.16 
 Regulatory Focus −0.27 0.02 −0.34 −11.20 0.00 −0.32 −0.22 
 Interaction 1 0.12 0.02 0.19 6.10 0.00 0.08 0.15 
 Interaction 2 0.05 0.02 0.09 2.82 0.01 0.02 0.08 
 Interaction 3 0.02 0.02 0.03 1.14 0.26 −0.01 0.05 
 Interaction 4 0.03 0.01 0.09 2.88 0.00 0.01 0.04 

Interaction 1 = one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emotional 
suppression; Interaction 2 = one’s own level of emotional suppression × regulatory focus; Interac-
tion 3 = perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression × regulatory focus; and Interaction 4 = 
one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression × 
regulatory focus. R  = 0.13 for Step 1 (p < 0.001); ΔR  = 0.07 for Step 2 (p < 0.001); ΔR  = for 0.01 
Step 3 (p < 0.01). 

 
Figure 1. Three-way interaction effects of one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level 
of a spouse’s emotional suppression × regulatory focus on one’s marital satisfaction. (a) Two-way 
interaction effects of one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emo-
tional suppression for prevention-focused individuals. (b) Two-way interaction effects of one’s own 
level of emotional suppression x perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression for promotion-
focused individuals. 

4. Study 2: Overview 
Given that the results of Study 1 mostly supported our predictions, we conducted 

Study 2 to enhance the generalizability and robustness of our findings. First, since Study 
1 was limited to a South Korean sample, in Study 2, we added a large sample from the 
United States to determine whether the results could be generalized to a broader cultural 
sample. Second, given that our regulatory focus measure in Study 1 was newly developed 
with only two items, we used a more highly validated and commonly used scale in Study 
2. 

Using a between-subject design, Study 2 also sought to account for the effects of emo-
tional valence by including conditions that separately pertain to the suppression of posi-
tive and negative emotions. While the original emotional suppression scale [32] does not 
differentiate between suppressions of the different valence of emotions, this might be im-
portant to consider for the present research, as each regulatory focus is associated with a 
different valence of outcomes (absence of negative outcomes vs. presence of positive out-
comes). Despite not clearly establishing any prior predictions, our exploratory aim was to 
consider any potential differences that might appear between the suppression of positive 
and negative emotions. 
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5. Study 2: Methods and Materials 
5.1. Participants and Procedures 

A priori sample size calculation via G*Power [31] revealed a sample requirement of 
at least 103 participants for each condition to detect small effect sizes of r = 0.15 with 80% 
statistical power at the 0.05 alpha level. Accordingly, we recruited a total of 968 married 
Americans (203 males, 250 females; mean age = 41.00 years; SD = 11.11 years) and Koreans 
(199 males, 316 females; mean age = 42.62 years; SD = 8.41 years) through the online survey 
services of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk and dataSpring, respectively. This sample size al-
lowed six conditions (Country; America, Korea × Valence; general, positive, and negative) 
to include between 136 and 179 participants, providing sufficient power for the study. 
After providing informed consent, the participants completed several self-report 
measures on a secure website. In the online questionnaire, two attention check items (e.g., 
please indicate “strongly agree” for this question) were included, and the time spent com-
pleting the survey was recorded. For validity, the final data excluded the samples that (1) 
failed attention checks, (2) did not spend the appropriate amount of time to complete the 
survey, (3) completed the survey more than twice, or (4) withdrew before completing the 
survey. All procedures were approved by the university’s institutional review board for 
ethics. 

5.2. Measures 
5.2.1. Emotional Suppression toward One’s Spouse 

The suppression subscale of the ERQ [32] in Study 1 was applied with additional 
modifications. First, to specifically evaluate the suppression of emotions that emerge 
within the context of marriage, the term “emotions” in each item was revised to “emotions 
that I have experienced in my relationship with my spouse”. Second, to explore the po-
tential differences between the effects of positive and negative emotional suppression, the 
participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions, which varied according 
to the valence of emotions to which the suppression items referred (general emotion, pos-
itive emotion, and negative emotion). The first condition (i.e., general emotional suppres-
sion condition) measured one’s suppression of general emotions using the same four-item 
format as the ERQ’s original suppression subscale [32]. One example item is “I control the 
emotions that I have experienced in my relationship with my spouse by not expressing 
them to my spouse” (Cronbach’s α = 0.86 for both Koreans and Americans). The second 
condition (i.e., positive emotional suppression condition) used four items referring to the 
suppression of only positive emotions (e.g., “I control the positive emotions that I have 
experienced in my relationship with my spouse by not expressing them to my spouse”; 
Cronbach’s α = 0.96 and 0.93 for Koreans and Americans, respectively). The third condi-
tion (i.e., negative emotional suppression condition) has four items pertaining to the sup-
pression of only negative emotions (e.g., “I control my negative emotions that I have ex-
perienced in my relationship with my spouse by not expressing them to my spouse”; 
Cronbach’s α = 0.96 and 0.98 for Koreans and Americans, respectively). All items were 
rated on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

5.2.2. Perceived Level of a Spouse’s Emotional Suppression 
The perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression was assessed with identical 

modifications and procedures as above. Items for measuring the participants’ own levels 
of emotional suppression and the perceived level of spousal emotional suppression were 
presented in the same format, in which, for instance, the participants assigned to the pos-
itive emotional suppression condition also reported the level of positive emotional sup-
pression of their spouses. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in the present sample ranged be-
tween 0.84 and 0.96, showing sufficient estimation for the analysis. 
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5.2.3. Regulatory Focus in Marital Relationships 
The extent to which the participants prioritized prevention over promotion within 

the marital relationship was assessed using the Regulatory Focus in Relationship Scale 
[15]. The scale was chosen to specifically assess individuals’ motivations within the spe-
cific context of intimate relationships, as their motivational tendencies may differ accord-
ing to context. This scale’s psychometric properties have been validated by several studies 
[15,36]. The measure consists of 15 items rated on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree): seven items measured prevention concerns in 
marriage, such as “In general, I am striving to protect and stabilize my relationships” 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.75 and 0.87 for Koreans and Americans, respectively), and eight items 
measured promotion concerns in marriage, such as “In general, I am striving to nurture, 
grow, and enhance my relationships” (Cronbach’s α = 0.90 and 0.91 for Koreans and 
Americans, respectively). 

As described in Study 1, Study 2 also aimed to capture the relative extent to which 
one leans towards prevention motivation in comparison to promotion motivation [19]. 
Hence, following the methods from previous studies [19,37], an index of difference scores 
was computed by subtracting promotion motivation scores from prevention motivation 
scores. Higher scores on this measure reflect a relatively stronger focus on prevention than 
promotion. This index showed significantly high correlations with both prevention (r = 
0.80, p < 0.001) and promotion (r = −0.70, p < 0.001) scales, respectively. 

5.2.4. Marital Satisfaction 
As in Study 1, the Quality Marriage Index [33] was used to measure the participants’ 

marital satisfaction (Cronbach’s α = 0.97 for both Koreans and Americans). All items in 
the present study were translated into Korean using a back-translation procedure for Ko-
rean participants. 

6. Study 2: Results 
Table 4 presents the means and standard deviations for the variables in Study 2 ac-

cording to the age groups of the Korean and American participants. In addition, Table 5 
provides the correlation coefficient among the main variables per country. To test our hy-
pothesis, the first step, similar to that in Study 1, contained the mean-centered emotional 
suppression of the self, the perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression, and reg-
ulatory focus. In addition, the country was included as a covariate in Step 1. The second 
step included the possible two-way interaction terms followed by a three-way interaction 
term between the variables in the final step. 

Table 4. Means and standard deviations for Study 2 variables according to age groups. 

AGE 
Mean (SD) 

21–30 (N = 45) 31–40 (N = 164) 41–50 (N = 205) More than 51 (N = 96) 
Korea (N = 510, 5 missing) 
(1) One’s own level of emo-
tional suppression 

3.22 (1.60) 3.23 (1.52) 3.63 (1.38) 3.86 (1.39) 

(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s 
emotional suppression 

3.61 (1.43) 3.30 (1.45) 3.67 (1.34) 3.67 (1.44) 

(3) Regulatory focus −0.97 (1.29) −0.83 (1.19) −0.64 (1.24) −0.53 (0.94) 

(4) Marital satisfaction 5.60 (1.49) 5.49 (1.25) 4.92 (1.47) 4.91 (1.43) 

AGE 21–30 (N = 71) 31–40 (N = 169) 41–50 (N = 116) More than (N = 81) 
America (N = 437, 16 missing)     
(1) One’s own level of emo-
tional suppression 3.83 (1.70) 2.94 (1.62) 3.35 (1.59) 3.28 (1.72) 
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Table 5. Correlation coefficients among Study 2 variables. 

Correlation (**) is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). Correlations for Koreans are presented 
above the diagonal, and the correlations for Americans are presented below. No missing values 
were observed, and all samples were included in the correlational analyses. Appendix A (Table 
A2) provides the correlation coefficients adjusted for age. 

Table 6 displays the full regression values. Regarding marital satisfaction, the main 
effects of the three variables and the control variable explained 34.6% (p < 0.001) of vari-
ance in Step 1, whereas the three sets of two-way interactions contributed an additional 
3.2% (p < 0.001) of variance in Step 2. Finally, the three-way interaction explained an ad-
ditional 0.9% (p < 0.001) of variance. In Step 3, the results demonstrated the significant 
main effects of emotional suppression of the self (b = −0.08, p < 0.001), emotional suppres-
sion of the spouse (b = −0.09, p < 0.001), and regulatory focus (b = −0.51, p < 0.001). The 
interaction effects of emotional suppression of the self × emotional suppression of the 
spouse and regulatory focus × emotional suppression of the spouse were also significant 
(b = 0.08, p < 0.001, and b = −0.06, p < 0.001, respectively). However, these main effects and 
two-way interactions are qualified by the presence of significant three-way interactions (b 
= 0.03, t(960) = 3.71, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.05]), as seen in Figure 2. Additional analyses 
indicated that this three-way interaction was not qualified by the presence of significant 
four-way interactions with valence (b = 0.02, t(614) = 0.80, p = 0.42, 95% CI = [−0.03, 0.06]) 
and gender (b = −0.01, t(953) = −0.58, p = 0.57, 95% CI = [−0.04, 0.02]). In addition, the three-
way interaction term remained significant after controlling for marital duration in the re-
gression model (b = 0.03, t(934) = 3.26, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.04]). 

Decomposing the three-way interaction, we first examined prevention-motivated in-
dividuals (evaluated at +1 SD from the mean). For these individuals, the interaction effect 
of their own emotional suppression level and the perceived spousal emotional suppres-
sion level on marital satisfaction was significant (b = 0.13, t(960) = 6.96, p < 0.001). As in 
Study 1, the significant interaction term was interpreted by calculating simple slopes at 
high (+1 SD) and low (−1 SD) levels of perceived spousal emotional suppression. Specifi-
cally, for prevention-focused individuals who viewed their spouses as highly emotionally 
suppressive, their own emotional suppression level was marginally associated with 
greater marital satisfaction (b = 0.09, t(960) = 1.90, p = 0.06, 95% CI = [0.00, 0.17]). Con-
versely, for those who perceived their spouses as less emotionally suppressive, their own 
emotional suppression level was associated with lower marital satisfaction (b = −0.31, 
t(960) = −6.90, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.40, −0.22]). 

For promotion-motivated individuals (evaluated at −1 SD from the mean), the inter-
action effect of one’s own level of emotional suppression and the perceived level of their 
spouse’s emotional suppression on marital satisfaction was significant (b = 0.04, t(960) = 
1.93, p = 0.05). Again, the significant interaction term was interpreted by calculating simple 
slopes at high (+1 SD) and low (−1 SD) levels of perceived spousal emotional suppression. 
For promotion-focused individuals who perceived their spouses as less emotionally sup-
pressive, being less emotionally suppressive themselves was related to higher marital sat-
isfaction (b = −0.10, t(960) = −2.12, p < 0.05, 95% CI = [−0.19, −0.01]). In contrast, for those 

(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s 
emotional suppression 3.86 (1.74) 2.81 (1.53) 2.93 (1.42) 2.68 (1.32) 

(3) Regulatory focus −1.05 (1.56) −1.79 (1.82) −1.63 (1.94) −2.19 (1.55) 
(4) Marital satisfaction 5.75 (1.29) 5.74 (1.36) 5.48 (1.54) 6.17 (1.07) 

(N = 515 for Korea, N = 453 for America) (1) (2) (3) (4) 
(1) One’s own level of emotional suppression  1 0.41 ** 0.19 ** −0.22 ** 
(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression 0.46 ** 1 0.10 ** −0.20 ** 
(3) Regulatory focus 0.37 ** 0.28 ** 1 −0.57 ** 
(4) Marital satisfaction −0.29 ** −0.19 ** −0.57 ** 1 



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 973 11 of 16 
 

 

who viewed their spouses as highly emotionally suppressive, being less suppressive of 
emotions was no longer associated with greater marital satisfaction (b = 0.01, t(960) = 0.30, 
p = 0.76, 95% CI = [−0.08, 0.11]). 

In Study 2, two additional analyses were conducted to confirm that the results of the 
three-way interaction did not differ by country. First, the four-way interaction of one’s 
emotional suppression × spouse’s emotional suppression × regulatory focus × country was 
examined, and revealed that the result of the three-way interaction was not qualified by 
the presence of country (b = −0.01, t(953) = −0.66, p = 0.51, 95% CI = [−0.05, 0.02]). Second, 
the three-way interaction effect among variables was separately analyzed in Korean and 
American samples. In both countries, significant three-way interaction effects were ob-
tained: b = 0.04, t(507) = 2.62, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.07] for Koreans, and b = 0.03, t(445) 
= 2.50, p < 0.05, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.05] for Americans. 

Table 6. Hierarchical regression analysis results for Study 2. 

 Unstandard-
ized Coeffi-

cients 

Standard-
ized Co-
efficients 

  95% Confidence 
Interval for B 

B Std. 
Error 

Beta t Sig. Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Step 1 (Constant) 5.33 0.12  43.83 0.00 5.10 5.57 
 Country 0.07 0.08 0.03 0.91 0.36 −0.08 0.23 
 One’s own Emotional Suppression −0.07 0.03 −0.07 −2.41 0.02 −0.12 −0.01 
 Spousal Emotional Suppression −0.05 0.03 −0.05 −1.84 0.07 −0.11 0.00 
 Regulatory Focus −0.49 0.03 −0.54 −18.57 0.00 −0.54 −0.44 
Step 2 (Constant) 5.26 0.12  44.06 0.00 5.02 5.49 
 Country 0.10 0.08 0.08 1.30 0.20 −0.05 0.25 
 One’s own Emotional Suppression −0.08 0.03 −0.08 −2.88 0.00 −0.13 −0.02 
 Spousal Emotional Suppression −0.07 0.03 −0.07 −2.41 0.02 −0.12 −0.01 
 Regulatory Focus −0.48 0.03 −0.53 −18.51 0.00 −0.53 −0.43 
 Interaction 1 0.08 0.01 0.16 5.90 0.00 0.06 0.11 
 Interaction 2 −0.03 0.02 −0.06 −1.98 0.05 −0.06 0.00 
 Interaction 3 −0.06 0.02 −0.10 −3.51 0.00 −0.09 −0.03 
Step 3 (Constant) 5.29 0.12  44.50 0.00 5.06 5.53 
 Country 0.09 0.08  0.03 1.12 0.26 −0.07 0.24 
 One’s own Emotional Suppression −0.08 0.03 −0.09 −2.99 0.00 −0.13 −0.03 
 Spousal Emotional Suppression −0.09 0.03 −0.09 −3.14 0.00 −0.14 −0.03 
 Regulatory Focus −0.51 0.03 −0.57 −18.79 0.00 −0.57 −0.46 
 Interaction 1 0.08 0.01 0.16 5.91 0.00 0.06 0.11 
 Interaction 2 −0.03 0.02 −0.05 −1.56 0.12 −0.06 0.01 
 Interaction 3 −0.06 0.02 −0.10 −3.53 0.00 −0.09 −0.03 
 Interaction 4 0.03 0.01 0.11 3.71 0.00 0.01 0.05 

Interaction 1 = one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emotional 
suppression; Interaction 2 = one’s own level of emotional suppression × regulatory focus; Interac-
tion 3 = perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression × regulatory focus; and Interaction 4 = 
one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression × 
regulatory focus. R  = 0.346 for Step 1 (p < 0.001); ΔR   = 0.032 for Step 2 (p < 0.001); and ΔR   = 
0.009 for Step 3 (p < 0.001). 
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Figure 2. Three-way interaction effects of one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level 
of a spouse’s emotional suppression × regulatory focus on one’s marital satisfaction. (a) Two-way 
interaction effects of one’s own level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emo-
tional suppression for prevention-focused individuals. (b) Two-way interaction effects of one’s own 
level of emotional suppression × perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression for promotion-
focused individuals. 

7. General Discussion 
How does withholding emotional expressions function within marital relationships? 

According to the present study’s results, the effect depends on one’s self-regulatory pro-
cesses (prevention vs. promotion) and the extent of the perceived level of spousal emo-
tional suppression. The results of the two studies consistently showed that for prevention-
motivated individuals, being suppressive of emotions was positively associated with mar-
ital satisfaction but only when their spouses were also perceived as emotionally suppres-
sive. When their spouses were viewed as being emotionally expressive, emotional sup-
pression was negatively associated with marital satisfaction. Conversely, for promotion-
motivated individuals, being less emotionally suppressive was positively associated with 
their marital satisfaction but, again, only when their spouses were also perceived as such. 
This positive association was mitigated when their spouses were perceived as being sup-
pressive of their emotions. Furthermore, the results in Study 2 revealed that these findings 
did not vary according to the valence of emotions (i.e., positive and negative). 

It is worth noting that the current study found a negative effect of emotional sup-
pression for prevention-motivated individuals when their spouses were perceived as 
emotionally expressive. Although this negative consequence of incongruent emotional be-
havior in relationships was unexpected, in-depth investigation is required to understand 
the effect of the lack of fit in less-ideal situations on marriage. Given that incongruency 
between the behaviors of spouses leads to marital disruption and distress [38,39], spousal 
incongruence may be intolerant for those with prevention motivation (compared with 
those with promotion motivation), who are highly vigilant of threats that signal insecurity 
and danger in intimate relationships [40,41]. To enhance the understanding of how incon-
gruent patterns of emotional behaviors of spouses function within the framework of reg-
ulatory focus, we hope future research could investigate the different mechanisms 
through which incongruency influences marital outcomes for people with different moti-
vational goals. 

Further, the present studies consistently found a significant main effect of regulatory 
focus on relationship satisfaction, indicating that the overall relationship satisfaction 
scores were higher for promotion-focused individuals than for prevention-focused ones. 
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In fact, these results are consistent with the widely accepted notion that those who value 
promotion generally experience more positive outcomes compared with those who focus 
on prevention [42,43]. However, one must note that this present study did not aim to in-
vestigate how prevention-focused individuals might become more or less satisfied in their 
marital relationships than their promotion-focused counterparts. Instead of comparing 
the overall well-being of prevention- and promotion-focused individuals, the present 
study sought to determine which emotional strategies would be more adaptive for these 
different groups to promote their relationship satisfaction within their own variance. 

In this sense, the present study expands the literature by exploring the role of an 
individual’s motivation in the context of emotional suppression. Although previous re-
search has explained that individuals with different motivations favor different emotional 
regulation strategies [14], we believe that the present work was the first to empirically 
demonstrate the interaction between individuals’ emotional regulation strategies and mo-
tivations to influence their relationship judgment. Since a person’s motivational orienta-
tion guides their daily behaviors, such as their emotional regulation strategies, the funda-
mental needs underlying the pursuit of different goals within the relationship (stability or 
advancement [15]) constitute critical factors in predicting relational well-being. 

The present study also contributes to understanding the role of congruence within 
intimate relationships. The results show that the positive effects of one’s emotional regu-
lation strategies on achieving their motivational goals of stability or advancement can 
manifest mainly when their partners’ emotional behavior is perceived as consistent with 
those strategies. In line with this assertion, other scholars have highlighted the importance 
of regulatory fit in dynamic relationships [44]. Since individuals evaluate the quality of 
their relationships by monitoring how well their relational needs are supported by their 
partners [29], their perceptions of their partners’ behavior are regarded as an important 
factor for their perception of the relationship. While many studies have emphasized the 
importance of a partner’s behaviors, to our knowledge, no research has directly investi-
gated the interactive association between the emotional suppression levels of both part-
ners. Thus, it would be prudent for future studies to examine the interpersonal effects of 
emotional suppression with consideration for the partner’s emotional suppression. 

In addition, the present study suggests implications on the study on emotional sup-
pression and regulatory focus from cross-cultural perspectives. As prevention motivation 
is more pronounced in Asian cultures than in Western cultures [45], our findings may help 
with understanding, at a broader level, why emotional suppression is more often found 
to have positive effects in East Asian cultures [12,46]. Although the present study found 
that individual differences in motivational orientations account for the differential effects 
of emotional suppression above and beyond the cultural level, we hope future studies 
could investigate whether the cultural differences in people’s motivational orientations 
do in fact explain the different effects of emotional suppression at a cross-cultural level. 

Finally, the present study explored the role of emotional valence in the interactive 
association between emotional suppression and regulatory focus, finding a lack of varia-
tion in the effects of the suppression of positive and negative emotions. This implies that 
emotional suppression is generally an adaptive or maladaptive behavioral strategy de-
pending on one’s regulatory focus with less regard to the valence of emotions. However, 
an alternative explanation for this null finding of moderating effects is that different types 
of emotions with varying arousal levels were not investigated separately. Given that emo-
tions have different degrees of arousal [47], emotions with high arousal levels (e.g., dis-
tress) and those with low arousal levels (e.g., sadness) may function differently in inter-
personal relationships. This necessitates more relevant work to demonstrate the distinc-
tive role of specific types of positive and negative emotions in intimate relationships to 
obtain a better idea of how regulatory strategies affect emotional suppression. 

Although the present study contributes to the findings on the differential effects of 
emotional suppression in terms of an individual’s motivational orientation, we could not 
infer any causal relationships between the variables because of certain limitations in this 
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correlational study. Thus, future research efforts may conduct an experimental or longi-
tudinal study exploring whether prevention- and promotion-motivated individuals’ emo-
tional suppression could predict longitudinal changes in marital satisfaction. Further, de-
spite this study’s primary focus on spouses’ perceived level of emotional suppression, it 
would also be valuable to explore how the fit between two spouses’ actual emotional be-
havior levels operate under different motivational systems in intimate relationships. Thus, 
we suggest that future researchers investigate spouses’ actual levels of emotional suppres-
sion using dyadic data to expand our results. 

8. Conclusions 
To conclude, the current study sheds light on the inconsistent findings on the adap-

tiveness of emotional suppression within marriage. Given that individuals have different 
needs based on their marital dynamics, the present study demonstrates that emotional 
suppression may not be equally beneficial or detrimental to each individual’s psycholog-
ical well-being in every case. Considering one’s self-regulatory processes and their 
spouse’s emotional behavior, the present study lays the foundation for future studies on 
emotional regulation and regulatory focus. 
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Appendix A 

Table A1. Correlation coefficients adjusted for age in Study 1. 

Correlation(**) is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table A2. Correlation coefficients adjusted for age in Study 2. 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
(1) One’s own level of emotional suppression  1 0.35 ** 0.45 ** −0.15 ** 
(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression  1 0.30 ** 0.05 
(3) Regulatory focus   1 −0.31 ** 
(4) Marital satisfaction    1 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
(1) One’s own level of emotional suppression  1 0.40 ** 0.17 ** −0.19 ** 
(2) Perceived level of a spouse’s emotional suppression 0.44 ** 1 0.09 −0.18 ** 
(3) Regulatory focus 0.37 ** 0.25 ** 1 −0.56 ** 
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Correlation(**) is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). Correlations for Koreans are presented 
above the diagonal, and the correlations for Americans are presented below. 
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