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Common wisdom holds that we should not bottle up our emotions, but instead,
we should talk about them: A problem shared is a problem halved (Zech, 1999). The
mere venting of one’s emotions is thought to lead to cathartic benefits, as
evidenced by expressions such as “get it off your chest”, “let it all out” or “blow
off steam”, regularly employed as advice to foster relief. Following these beliefs,
most people turn to others for support when in emotional distress, a phenomenon
that has also been termed social sharing (Rimé, Mesquita, Boca, & Philippot, 1991).
Social sharing is a very common means of regulating one’s emotions: We share
most of our (negative) experiences with others, often with multiple people, and
repetitively (Rimé, 2009; Rimé, Philippot, Boca, & Mesquita, 1992). However,
despite the widespread belief that sharing helps make us feel better, little scientific
evidence supports this notion. Even though people perceive sharing to be helpful,
it typically does not make people feel better in the long run (Rimé, 2009; Zech &
Rimé, 2005). More specifically, people have the impression of feeling better after
sharing, reporting feelings of relief, perceived understanding, and the feeling that
sharing was useful to them. However, sharing does not predict emotional
recovery over time. For example, various studies have failed to find a reduction in
the experience of negative emotions, intrusive thoughts about the event, or the
search for meaning several days after sharing (Rimé, Finkenauer, Luminet, Zech,
& Philippot, 1998; Rimé, Paez, Kanyangara, & Yzerbyt, 2011; Zech, 1999; Zech &
Rimé, 2005).
In the present dissertation, I sought to shed light on this paradox: Why do
people perceive sharing to be effective, when in fact scientific evidence suggests
that it is not? I present several different research lines, examining the general
notion that the benefits of social sharing may depend on the way in which
someone shares and the way in which the other person responds. Each research
line focuses on a different part of the dynamic process between two people
involved in social sharing (henceforth ‘sharers’ and ‘listeners’). The different parts
of the thesis examine different aspects that may make sharing (in)effective. First, I
examined what kind of support sharers seek when sharing their emotions with
others (Chapter 2). Second, I examined whether sharers can effectively
communicate their support needs to others, such that listeners come to understand
what the sharer needs (Chapter 3). I also examined whether sharers’ needs affected
whether listeners actually provide support that is aligned with sharers’ needs
(Chapter 4). Third, I focused on the support that listeners provide, examining
whether they tune their support to contextual demands (Chapter 5). Finally, in
light of the many obstacles people may face when seeking support in daily life,
the last study examined whether virtual humans may provide an effective
alternative for human support provision (Chapter 6). Before outlining the
empirical chapters, I first introduce social sharing as a means of interpersonal
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emotion regulation, after which I review the empirical literature on the
effectiveness of social sharing for bringing about emotional recovery. Then, I
introduce a key distinction between two different forms of support (socio-affective
and cognitive support), and discuss the important role of the listener in facilitating
recovery.

Social Sharing as a Means of Interpersonal Emotion Regulation
Until recently, most work on emotion regulation has focused on intrapersonal
processes, that is, the strategies that people employ when they attempt to change
their own emotional experience or expression (Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, &
Schweizer, 2010; Gross, 2002; Gross, 2013; Gross & Thompson, 2007). Most of this
work is influenced by Gross’ process model that outlines five different stages of
an emotional episode that can be targeted when trying to change (or maintain)
one’s emotions (Gross, 1998). Strategies focused on the emotion-eliciting event are
termed antecedent-focused emotion regulation strategies, and include situation
selection (e.g., avoiding to feel sad by not going to see a sad movie), attentional
deployment or distraction (e.g., trying to focus one’s attention on other people in
the cinema), and cognitive change or reappraisal (e.g., trying to change one’s
interpretation of what is happening by telling oneself that it is not real, but just a
movie). Finally, response-focused regulation is directed at altering the emotional
response, and entails suppression of one’s thoughts, feelings or expression (e.g.,
holding back one’s tears). Extant work has documented how individuals employ
these strategies in solitude, for example, by having participants watch disturbing
pictures or movies and instructing them to employ one specific type of emotion
regulation strategy (e.g., Gross, 1998; for a meta-analysis, see Webb, Miles, &
Sheeran, 2012), or by asking them what strategies they typically employ in daily
life (e.g., Gross & John, 2003; Mauss, Cook, Cheng, & Gross, 2007). While these
studies have provided important insights into emotion regulation, their
paradigms could be taken to imply that emotions typically occur in a social
vacuum.
Importantly, however, emotions are inherently social (Parkinson, 1996). Not
only are most of our emotions elicited by others, others also shape the ways in
which we appraise events, as well as the ways in which we try to regulate our
emotions, and others are, in turn, often affected by our emotional expressions
(Fischer, Manstead, & Zaalberg, 2003; Manstead & Fischer, 2001; Parkinson &
Manstead, 2015; Van Kleef, 2009). For instance, one may feel anger upon another
person cutting in line, but may be more likely to express the anger if others in line
seem to be appraising the behavior as inappropriate as well. Furthermore, the
nature of people’s relationships may motivate them to actively up- or down-
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regulate their emotions, such that the level of expression is considered appropriate
within the specific relationship context and thus adheres to the prevailing social
norms (Shields, 2005; Van Kleef, 2016). If the person cutting in line would be one’s
boss, for example, one may be more likely to inhibit one’s expression of anger,
because it is inappropriate to express anger to those with a higher status than
oneself (Kuppens, Van Mechelen, & Meulders, 2004; Van Kleef et al., 2010).
Similarly, whether or not people decide to socially share their emotions is also
dependent on the nature of the relationship: When people are close to their
interaction partners and expect them to respond in a supportive way, they are
more willing to express emotions like sadness that make them seem vulnerable
(Clark & Finkel, 2005; Clark, Fitness, & Brisette, 2001; Von Culin, Hirsch, & Clark,
2017).
Consequently, numerous pleas have been made to adopt a more social
approach to the study of emotions (Butler & Gross, 2009; Campos, Walle, Dahl, &
Main, 2011; Fischer & van Kleef, 2010; Parkinson & Manstead, 2015; Rimé, 2009).
And only recently, the field of emotion regulation has seen an upsurge in focus on
interpersonal processes (for an overview, see Butler, 2011; Butler & Gross, 2009;
Dixon-Gordon, Bernecker, & Christensen, 2015; Niven, Totterdell, & Holman,
2009; Zaki & Williams, 2013). For example, Zaki and Williams (2013) have
conceptualized interpersonal emotion regulation as people’s attempts to either use
others to help them regulate their own emotions (such as when seeking social
support) or attempts to alter others’ emotional experiences (such as when
providing support). In the present thesis, we approached emotion regulation from
a social perspective, conceptualizing social sharing as a means of (interpersonal)
emotion regulation1: By expressing their emotional experience to others, people
may elicit support, which may help them to regulate their emotions (Rimé, 2009).
The urge to seek out others when in distress was already evident in Schachter’s
classic work (Schachter, 1959), who found that when people anticipated an electric
shock, they preferred to wait with others who were about to undergo the same
stressful situation, whereas they were relatively indifferent or preferred to wait
alone when the level of threat was low. This tendency to seek out others when in
uncertainty or distress has later been termed “tend-and-befriend” by Taylor
(2006), who considered it another primary response to stress, in addition to fightor-flight behaviors.

Others have used the term interpersonal emotion regulation to refer to attempts at changing others’
emotions (e.g., see Niven, 2017). This definition is partly included in our conceptualization, to the extent
that listeners attempt to help regulate sharers’ emotions. We are, however, excluding the regulation of
others’ emotions driven by motives other than the prosocial motive of trying to make the sharer feel
better (e.g., egoistic motives to achieve personal instrumental benefits; see Netzer et al., 2015; Niven,
2016; Niven et al., 2019).
1
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Social sharing is a very clear illustration of this affiliative tendency in response
to stress. Social sharing has been defined as the process of describing an emotional
event to others, which in its full form constitutes a description of the emotioneliciting situation and the feelings and thoughts this situation has brought about
(Rimé, 2009; Rimé et al., 1991). In two reviews of a wide variety of studies using
methods such as autobiographical recall, experimental emotion induction, followups on recent major life events, and daily diaries, Rimé and colleagues established
the robustness of social sharing (Rimé et al., 1998, 1992). They found that a large
majority of people share their emotional experience with others, often with
multiple people, and multiple times (although situations eliciting shame or guilt
were shared to a lesser degree; Finkenauer & Rime, 1998; Rimé, 2009). The more
intense the emotional experience, the more frequently it was shared – not only by
the person who experienced the event, but also by the listeners, who may engage
in secondary sharing (Rimé et al., 1998). Similar effects were found across several
Western (USA, France) and Eastern (Korea, Singapore and Japan) countries,
though the number of times situations were shared was lower in the Asian
countries (Rimé, 2009; Rimé et al., 1998; Singh-Manoux & Finkenauer, 2001).
Furthermore, the frequency of social sharing was not found to vary as a function
of personality (e.g., Big Five) or gender (Rimé et al., 1998, 1992). Thus, it can be
concluded that emotional experiences typically elicit social sharing processes.
Yet, despite the fact that social sharing seems an omnipresent phenomenon, it
can be considered a somewhat puzzling behavior, a paradox that is also evident
in its consequences: People will relive the painful emotional experience by talking
about it (e.g., see Littrell, 2008; Smyth, 1998), but they nevertheless have a strong
urge to share (Luminet, Bouts, Delie, Manstead, & Rimé, 2000; Rimé, 2009). In
addition, while people generally perceive social sharing to be helpful, it often does
not alleviate the emotional impact of the emotional situation (Rimé et al., 1998,
2011; Zech, 1999; Zech & Rimé, 2005). The subjective benefits rhyme with the
general lay notion in Western culture that talking helps (Zech, 1999), which is also
reflected in clinical practice, with emotional expression being a core component of
all major therapies and psychological interventions (Whelton, 2004). However, the
empirical evidence regarding its effectiveness in down-regulating negative
emotions is scarce.
Overall, verbalizing one’s emotions to oneself (e.g., through writing) or to
others (e.g., through social sharing) has been found to be associated with several
positive outcomes, but these outcomes are mostly self-reported and do not
concern emotional recovery from the specific situation that was verbalized or
shared. For example, some older work on expressive writing has shown that
writing about one’s deepest emotions and thoughts may lead to positive outcomes
in the long run (Frattaroli, 2006; Frisina, Borod, & Lepore, 2004; Pennebaker, 1997;
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Pennebaker, 1993). Yet most of these positive outcomes concerned subjective
benefits, such as the subjective impact of the writing session or self-reported
health. Effects on physiological functioning and psychological health were small.
Similarly, group-interventions that rely on social sharing in order to prevent the
development of trauma among those exposed to extreme circumstances have
shown a similar discrepancy between perceived benefits and actual recovery. For
example, the most widely used type of psychological debriefing, critical incident
stress debriefing (CISD), consists of a semi-structured group meeting in which
participants discuss their thoughts and feelings in response to the potentially
traumatizing event (Everly, Flannery, & Mitchell, 2000). While the majority of
participants typically report the debriefing as helpful, randomized-controlled
trials have shown that CISDs in fact are not effective in preventing post-traumatic
stress symptoms, and some studies have suggested that the debriefing may in fact
impede natural recovery (Litz, Gray, Bryant, & Adler, 2002; Rose, Bisson,
Churchill, & Wessely, 2002; van Emmerik, Kamphuis, Hulsbosch, & Emmelkamp,
2002). Thus, these studies show that disclosing one’s emotions may lead people to
feel better, but they do not show evidence for social sharing as a means of downregulating the specific emotional experience.
Importantly, studies that have directly investigated the impact of either
spontaneous or experimentally instructed social sharing of emotions have found
no relationship with emotional recovery – that is, sharing did not reduce the
emotional distress elicited by the specific event (Rimé, 2009; Rimé et al., 1998, 2011;
Zech & Rimé, 2005). Studies examining spontaneous sharing have typically
measured emotional recovery by assessing the amount of sharing that people
engaged in after the event and taking the difference between the initial emotional
intensity experienced before sharing and the level of emotional intensity
experienced when recalling the event at a later point in time. Surprisingly, these
studies have failed to find a correlation between the amount of social sharing and
emotional recovery (Rimé et al., 1998). Similarly, two studies comparing events
that had been socially shared versus kept secret found no difference in emotional
recovery (Finkenauer & Rime, 1998). These findings are corroborated by a
longitudinal study conducted in the context of bereavement, which showed that
the extent to which the bereaved talked about the loss and their emotions was not
associated with adjustment at two-year follow-up (Stroebe, Stroebe, Schut, Zech,
& van den Bout, 2002). In fact, another study showed that social sharing of
emotional events was even associated with a prolongation of the experience of the
negative emotion (Verduyn, Van Mechelen, & Tuerlinckx, 2011). Finally,
experimental studies in which participants have been instructed to share a highly
upsetting personal event similarly have found no effects of social sharing on
(short-term or long-term) emotional recovery. Sharing one’s thoughts and feelings
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did not result in enhanced emotional recovery as assessed by self-rated impact of
the emotional memory (e.g., general emotional distress, emotional intensity when
remembering the event), general wellbeing (e.g., negative mood, life satisfaction)
and self-reported physical health (Zech, 1999).

The Role of Social Support
Together, the studies above suggest that mere sharing is not conducive to
emotional recovery, despite people’s beliefs that it is. Importantly, however,
examinations of social sharing have not taken into account how the listener(s)
responded. Whether or not sharing effectively reduces the emotional
consequences of an upsetting event may depend on the type of support that the
listener provides (Rimé, 2009). According to Rimé (2009), negative emotional
experiences typically have two types of impact on the individual, each requiring
a different form of support to buffer the impact. The first, which he terms ‘obvious’
impact, concerns the potential blockage of goals by the emotion-eliciting event,
one’s appraisal of the emotional situation, and the disconfirmation of one’s
expectations, view of oneself, or view of the world. The second, ‘subtle’ impact of
an emotion-eliciting event concerns the simultaneous destabilization that the
situation brings about. Having one’s goals blocked, or worldview disconfirmed
may lead to loss of self-esteem and general feelings of insecurity, alienation, and
feelings of loneliness.
The first, ‘obvious’ impact requires cognitive support, in the absence of which
people would continue to experience intrusive thoughts, mental rumination and
a need to share (for a similar argument, see Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998). By
providing cognitive support, the listener may facilitate more adaptive ways of
thinking about the situation, by recreating meaning and trying to reinterpret (i.e.,
reappraise) the event. The fact that reappraisal is necessary for long-term recovery
from the shared emotional experience also fits with other lines of work. Appraisal
theories of emotion posit that it is the way in which an event is appraised (i.e.,
evaluated) that determines one’s emotional response to the situation (Frijda,
Kuipers, & ter Schure, 1989; Roseman, 1991; Scherer, 2005; Siemer, Mauss, &
Gross, 2007; Smith & Lazarus, 1993). For example, if one can come to reappraise
an unsuccessful grant application as a learning experience that is part of the
(highly competitive) academic game, rather than interpret the situation as a
personal failure, thinking about the grant rejection should elicit reduced feelings
of sadness or shame. This same principle can also be found in the proposed
effectiveness of reappraisal in Gross’ process model described earlier (Gross,
1998).
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Empirical evidence for the potential of reappraisal to effectively change
emotional experiences comes from literature on both intrapersonal and
interpersonal emotion regulation. Both the dispositional tendency to reappraise,
as well as reappraisal instructed in the lab are associated with a wide range of
benefits, including the experience and expression of more positive and less
negative affect, more adaptive physiological responding, better interpersonal
functioning, and fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression (Aldao et al., 2010;
Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006; Gross & John, 2003; Gross, 1998; Mauss et al., 2007; Webb
et al., 2012). Furthermore, studies employing an expressive writing paradigm have
shown that people experienced most emotional and physical benefits when they
did not only write about their emotions, but when they also used words that reflect
cognitive insight (e.g., Lee et al., 2016) or were instructed to reappraise the event
(e.g., Lu & Stanton, 2010).
Similar benefits have been found when others attempt to facilitate reappraisal.
For example, cognitive behavioral therapy, in which a therapist encourages the
sharer to change the way they think about specific situations by challenging their
unhelpful thoughts and beliefs, has been found to be successful in treating a wide
variety of disorders characterized by emotion regulation impairments (for reviews
of meta-analyses, see Butler, Chapman, Forman, & Beck, 2006; Hofmann, Asnaani,
Vonk, Sawyer, & Fang, 2012). Similarly, the stimulation of more adaptive
appraisals by friends is associated with less maladaptive interpretations of specific
negative events by the sharer, reduced depressive symptoms, as well as a more
positive appraisal style over a 6-month period (Dobkin, Panzarella, Fernandez,
Alloy, & Cascardi, 2004; Panzarella, Alloy, & Whitehouse, 2006). Furthermore,
comforting messages that include a high (as compared to low) degree of
reappraisal are associated with greater perceptions of helpfulness and emotional
improvement by the sharers (e.g. for a review, see Burleson et al., 2005; Jones &
Wirtz, 2006). Finally, cognitive support, as defined by Rimé (2009), has been found
to facilitate long-term recovery from the emotional situation (Batenburg & Das,
2014; Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé, & Verduyn, 2013; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal,
Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). For example, in one study,
participants watched a negative emotion-inducing movie, after which they shared
their experience with a listener (a close other). Those who obtained cognitive
support (compared to those who did not) showed altered cognitions and reduced
emotional responding – effects that persisted two days later upon re-exposure to
the videos. Together, these findings show that the provision or facilitation of
another (e.g., more positive) perspective is effective in fostering emotional
recovery.
Yet, as mentioned above, the emotional impact of an emotion-eliciting event
goes beyond the specific situation: It typically results in ‘subtle’ impact, a
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temporary loss of self-esteem and general feelings of insecurity, alienation, and
loneliness (Rimé, 2009). As reflected in the tendency to affiliate under distress
discussed earlier (Taylor, 2006), this general feeling of distress evokes the need for
socio-affective support, which includes comfort, consolation and validation. By
listening and being there for the sharer, socio-affective support fulfills these needs,
giving sharers the feeling that they do not have to cope alone. Validating and
legitimizing the sharer’s feelings may make them feel less bad about feeling sad
(or any other emotion that they experience, cf. Bastian et al., 2015). Furthermore,
socio-affective support includes what has also been termed ‘esteem support’,
which refers to bolstering the sharer’s sense of competence and self-worth (see
Cutrona, Shaffer, Wesner, & Gardner, 2007). Indeed, receiving socio-affective
support has been found to reduce loneliness, and increase temporary feelings of
relief, perceived understanding, and closeness to the listener (Cutrona et al., 2007;
Morelli, Lee, Arnn, & Zaki, 2015; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). In sum, socioaffective support leads to temporary relief, whereas cognitive support is key to
long-term emotional recovery.
Importantly, when support seeking and provision are predominantly focused
on socio-affective support, sharing runs the risk of turning into a perpetual process
of co-rumination (Curci & Rimé, 2012; Rose, Schwartz-Mette, Glick, Smith, &
Luebbe, 2014). Co-rumination involves the excessive discussion of problems and
dwelling on the associated negative emotions, for example by rehashing details
and over-speculating about potential causes and consequences (Rose, 2002). Corumination is associated with depression and anxiety symptoms (Rose, Carlson,
& Waller, 2007; Rose et al., 2014; Starr, 2015; Stone, Hankin, Gibb, & Abela, 2011),
though these maladaptive outcomes of co-rumination may be buffered or even
reversed when the problem talk takes on a more reflective mode. This is termed
co-reflecting and is characterized by trying to gain insight into the problem,
making causal analyses and attempting to find meaning (Bastin, Bijttebier, Raes,
& Vasey, 2014; Bastin, Vanhalst, Raes, & Bijttebier, 2018). Interestingly, despite the
negative emotional consequences, co-rumination has also been shown to be
positively associated with greater friendship quality (Rose et al., 2007, 2014; Rose,
Smith, Glick, & Rebecca, 2016). These observations rhyme with the positive effects
of socio-affective support on interpersonal closeness, yet again highlight the lack
of benefits in terms of long-term emotional recovery. When sharing thus merely
focuses on the negative emotional experience, without attempting to cognitively
reflect and obtain a different perspective on the situation, it will continue to elicit
negative emotions, and thus the need to share, thereby impeding long-term
emotional recovery (Curci & Rimé, 2012).
One main reason why social sharing is generally experienced as beneficial, yet
does not result in emotional recovery, may be that the sharing process is mostly
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focused on socio-affective support needs and provision (Rimé, 2009). Rimé
proposes several reasons for this potential preponderance, including the
argument that sharers’ most immediate needs are affiliative: People seek out close
others in order to reduce their general distress, thereby likely evoking socioaffective responding. Furthermore, rather than engaging in more sensitive and
complex cognitive work, most responses from the listeners may be relatively
simple (e.g., validating emotions or eliminating the cause), perhaps because it
constitutes a ‘quick fix’, or because sharers might not be open for anything more
cognitively demanding immediately after an emotional event, which is when most
sharing takes place (Rimé et al., 1991). In line with these proposals, listeners
reported to have provided less reappraisal and more non-verbal comforting
behaviors in response to shared emotional experiences of high (rather than low)
intensity (Christophe & Rimé, 1997). Finally, several studies examining selfreported motives for social sharing revealed that these mostly consisted of the
fulfillment of socio-affective needs (Duprez, Christophe, Rimé, Congard, &
Antoine, 2014; Rimé, 2007, 2009). Based on these observations, Rimé argued that
spontaneous sharing might typically revolve around socio-affective support
provision. Consequently, social sharing is likely to elicit temporary benefits, such
as emotional relief and feelings of closeness, which sharers may conflate with
emotional recovery (Rimé, 2009). This focus on socio-affective support may
explain why sharers experience sharing to be helpful, when in fact it often does
not contribute to actual emotional recovery – a hypothesis that I empirically
investigated in the present dissertation.

Chapter Overview
In summary, prior research has shown that people have a very strong urge to
share their emotional experiences with others, and typically experience this to be
helpful, despite scientific evidence suggesting otherwise (for an overview, see
Rimé, 2009). Given the great prevalence of social sharing and its potential for
actually impeding emotional recovery, it is therefore crucial to understand why
social sharing so often is an ineffective means of emotion regulation, and to
uncover the ways in which sharing might in fact foster beneficial outcomes for the
sharer. Evidence points to the fact that the effectiveness of support depends on the
type of support that sharers receive, but it remains unclear (1) what type of
support sharers usually seek, (2) what determines the type of support listeners
think sharers need and choose to provide, and, crucially, (3) whether and how
sharers may play an active role in eliciting the support that they desire. The
present dissertation seeks to answer these questions. The overarching aim was to
shed light on the paradox that social sharing is typically perceived as beneficial by
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sharers, yet is not associated with enhanced emotional recovery. In five empirical
research lines and using a range of different methodological approaches, we
examined different aspects of the social sharing process in order to illuminate
different ways through which social sharing functions as an effective or ineffective
means of emotion regulation.
In Chapter 2, we investigated whether sharers primarily prefer to receive socioaffective support rather than cognitive support. More specifically, the aim of this
chapter was two-fold: First, we wanted to examine how people evaluate socioaffective and cognitive support when sharing their negative emotions with others,
and second, to test whether support evaluations depend on the discrete emotion
that is shared. After first confirming in a pilot study that these two types of
support could be reliably distinguished, Study 2.1 and 2.2 experimentally tested
participants’ support evaluations in response to different emotional situations
using vignettes. Chapter 2 thus tried to answer the question of what type of
support sharers typically seek.
Building on these findings, Chapter 3 examined the hypothesis that sharers
may effectively communicate their support needs to the listener. This would
demonstrate one way through which sharers may steer the sharing process
towards their desired support. We examined whether sharers communicate their
support needs to the listener by differentially expressing their emotions, and
whether listeners pick up on these cues to infer sharers’ support needs. To this
end, we first manipulated participants’ support goals, and assessed whether
participants made differential use of emotion words and appraisals when sharing
a personally upsetting situation in a video message (Study 3.1). In Study 3.2 and
3.3, we tested whether these differential expressions in turn affected the support
goals that listeners inferred the sharer to have. We did this by providing
participants with written stories representing emotional relays that varied in the
use of emotion words and appraisals. As such, Chapter 3 allowed us to test the
causal effect of sharers’ support goals on their emotional expressions, as well as
the causal effect of sharers’ emotional expressions on the support goals inferred
by listeners.
In Chapter 4, we adopted a different methodological approach: Instead of
experimentally breaking up the interaction into two parts (communicating needs
and inferring needs), we invited participants to actually share their emotions with
another participant in a more naturalistic interaction. This allowed us to examine
the extent to which sharers themselves play a role in eliciting different forms of
support. To this end, we paired participants with another participant whom they
did not know, and randomly assigned them the role of sharer (who was asked to
discuss an upsetting situation) or listener (who was instructed to respond
naturally). After an 8-minute interaction, both sharer and listener independently
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watched the interaction on video in short fragments. For each fragment, sharers
rated their experienced emotional intensity and socio-affective and cognitive
support needs, and listeners rated their perception of the sharer’s emotional
intensity and their own support provision. We hypothesized that throughout the
interaction, sharers would communicate their feelings and support needs such
that they would shape listeners’ support provision.
Chapters 2-4 examined the role of sharers in eliciting support – support that
may be generally helpful or unhelpful for emotional recovery. Yet importantly,
whether or not support is helpful is also context-dependent; What works in one
situation, may not work in another (Aldao, 2013; Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Haines
et al., 2016; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010; Troy, Shallcross, & Mauss, 2013). Chapter
5 is a first step in examining whether listeners take the context into account when
attempting to regulate others’ shared emotions. Specifically, in this study, we were
interested in whether and how listeners vary their support depending on whether
sharers’ distress needs to be immediately down-regulated or not – a contextual
determinant that we called ‘regulatory demand’. In examining this question, we
expanded our take on support provision, by not only looking at support directed
at engaging with the emotional experience (such as socio-affective and cognitive
support), but also at support directed at disengaging from the emotional situation
(e.g., distraction or suppression). We hypothesized that when immediate downregulation was required (i.e., high regulatory demand), participants would
provide lower levels of socio-affective and cognitive support, but instead try to
distract the other person from the emotional situation or guide them to
suppressing their emotion, compared to when there was no such urgency (i.e., low
regulatory demand). Chapter 5 thus provides insight into how contextual
demands may impact the way listeners regulate sharers’ emotions. This question
is important because different regulation strategies are associated with differential
outcomes, and so contextual effects may therefore have implications for the
effective regulation of others’ emotions.
Finally, in light of the many obstacles that people may face when seeking
support in daily life, the last study examined whether virtual humans could
provide an alternative route through which effective support may be provided. In
Chapter 6, we attempted to apply the knowledge acquired throughout prior
research and the previous chapters in examining virtual humans’ potential to
overcome sharers’ resistance to cognitive support. People might have different
expectations of virtual humans than of humans, given that they do not ascribe
virtual humans the mental capacity to experience empathy (Gray, Gray, &
Wegner, 2007). Consequently, sharers might be more willing to accept cognitive
support from a virtual human. We examined whether sharers show a preference
for socio-affective support over cognitive support from virtual humans, as they do
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when sharing with humans, or in fact do not show such a preference, as a result
of these different expectations. To this end, participants shared two personal
emotional experiences with a virtual human who provided either socio-affective
or cognitive support, and we examined whether these two different forms of
support had differential emotional and relational consequences. While we do not
conceive virtual humans as a replacement for humans, this study examined
whether virtual humans may be a valuable addition for those who may, at times,
lack appropriate support from close others or clinicians.
Using a variety of different methods and experimental approaches, this thesis
attempts to shed some light on the paradoxical fact that people are strongly
inclined to share their emotions with others and perceive this to be beneficial, even
though it is generally not associated with improved emotional recovery. In
different research lines, we have investigated different parts of this puzzle,
examining what type of support sharers need or desire, whether they can
effectively communicate their support needs, and how effective support may be
brought about. Of course, these chapters do not provide an exhaustive answer to
when and why social sharing may be an (in)effective means of regulating one’s
emotions, and there are many questions remaining. In the final chapter (Chapter
7), I integrate the findings of this thesis with the wider literature, and discuss
several outstanding issues that may be addressed in future research. Finally,
please note that the empirical chapters (Chapter 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6) are based on standalone research articles. Consequently, they can be read independently, yet
therefore also contain some theoretical overlap. These articles are the result of the
collaboration with my advisors and other collaborators, as is reflected in the plural
use of “we” throughout these chapters.
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Sense or Sensibility?
Social Sharers’ Evaluations of Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive
Support in Response to Negative Emotions

Summary
When in emotional distress, people often turn to others for social support. A general
distinction has been made between two types of support that are differentially
effective: Whereas socio-affective support temporarily alleviates emotional distress,
cognitive support may contribute to better long-term recovery. In the current studies,
we examine what type of support individuals seek. We first confirmed in a pilot study
that these two types of support can be reliably distinguished. Then, in Study 1, we
experimentally tested participants’ support evaluations in response to different
emotional situations using a vignette methodology. Findings showed that individuals
perceived any type of reaction that included socio-affective support as preferable. The
evaluation of cognitive support, however, was dependent on the specific emotion:
Unlike worry and regret, anger and sadness were characterized by a strong dislike for
purely cognitive support. Using different materials, Study 2 replicated these findings.
Taken together, the findings suggest that individuals evaluate different types of
support in a way that is unlikely to benefit emotional recovery in the long run.

This chapter is based on:
Pauw, L. S., Sauter, D. A., Van Kleef, G. A., & Fischer, A. H. (2018). Sense or sensibility?
Social sharers’ evaluations of socio-affective vs. cognitive support in response to
negative emotions. Cognition and Emotion, 32(6), 1247-1264.
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Introduction
From time to time, we are all troubled by negative emotions. A wealth of research
has studied how individuals regulate such emotions from an intra-individual
perspective (for overviews, see Gross, 2013; Webb, Miles, & Sheeran, 2012).
Crucially, however, when we experience negative emotions, we typically feel the
urge to tell others about our experience, a phenomenon also termed social sharing
(Rimé, 2009). One review found that almost all emotional experiences are shared
with others (Rimé et al., 1992). Social sharing can be seen as a means of emotion
regulation, in that the person who is sharing attempts to receive help from another
in regulating their own emotions. The question then arises how they want the other
to regulate their emotions. Or, to put it differently: What type of support do
individuals seek when sharing their emotions?
Two primary types of support have been distinguished by Rimé (2009).
Listeners may offer socio-affective support, which includes comfort and validation,
or cognitive support, which is directed at altering cognitions related to the
emotional experience by recreating meaning and reappraisal. It has been argued
that these two types of support are differentially effective: Whereas socio-affective
support temporarily alleviates emotional distress, cognitive support is thought to
be effective in bringing about more long-term recovery (Brans, Mechelen, Rimé, &
Verduyn, 2014; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Mor &
Winquist, 2002; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009; but see Batenburg & Das, 2014;
Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000). What is unknown, however, is whether
individuals’ support preferences map onto this differential effectiveness. Do
people indeed seek the support from others that would be best for them in the
long term? The aim of the present chapter is firstly to investigate how people
evaluate these different types of support when sharing their negative emotions
with others, and secondly to establish whether support evaluations depend on the
type of emotion that is shared. We report two experimental studies, in which we
investigate evaluations of socio-affective and cognitive support, and examine
potential moderation by the specific emotion at hand.
Support Evaluations
There is evidence suggesting that people are motivated to seek socio-affective
support. As Rimé argues (2009), emotional distress produces socio-affective
motives, possibly as a result of early attachment patterns. When in emotional
distress, people seek out others (Schachter, 1959; Taylor, 2006), and socio-affective
goals are well represented in the reasons people report for sharing their emotions
with others (Duprez, Christophe, Rimé, Congard, & Antoine, 2014). The
immediate emotional relief and reduced loneliness that socio-affective support
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can engender (Brans et al., 2014; Morelli et al., 2015; Nils & Rimé, 2012) likely foster
this pursuit.
The quest for cognitive support, however, is less straightforward. On the one
hand, drawing on instrumental accounts of emotion regulation, individuals
should be motivated to solicit cognitive support, given its long-term effectiveness
(Tamir, 2009). Indeed, the needs for cognitive clarity, receiving advice, and
obtaining another perspective have emerged alongside socio-affective motives as
self-reported reasons for social sharing (Duprez et al., 2014). On the other hand,
obtaining advice or a different view, without the other person first legitimizing
the way one feels or providing emotional support, is generally not appreciated
and is considered invalidating (Burleson et al., 2005; Lepore et al., 2000). It is
therefore not clear whether people accurately foresee the benefits of cognitive
support: The benefits likely take time to develop, and it is unclear whether they
outweigh the potential short-term costs. People might not be willing to hear a
different perspective too soon in the recovery process (Rimé, 2009). In sum, the
desirability of socio-affective support seems relatively unequivocal, but when and
to what extent people seek cognitive support remains an open question.
Support as a Function of Specific Emotions
One potentially important factor in examining the type of support that people
prefer is the specific emotion at hand. Most research conducted on social sharing
has focused on general negative affect or distress (though see Brans et al., 2013,
2014; Wetzer, Zeelenberg, & Pieters, 2007). Instructions often include recalling “a
negative emotional experience” (e.g., Batenburg & Das, 2014; Zech & Rimé, 2005),
or emotion manipulations involving videos that are likely to induce a mix of
negative emotions (e.g., Lepore et al., 2004, 2000; Nils & Rimé, 2012). However,
emotions differ in terms of their appraisals and associated action tendencies
(Frijda et al., 1989; Roseman, 2013), the latter of which are predicted to have
evolved into coherent sets of strategies for coping with different kinds of situations
(Roseman, 2013). As such, emotions likely vary in their required types of
regulation, and might thereby also elicit different support needs (Horowitz et al.,
2001). To date, there has been little theorizing and research on the relationship
between specific emotions and support needs. One exception is a set of studies
conducted by Wetzer and colleagues (Wetzer et al., 2007). They tested the
prediction that the action tendencies of two emotions (regret and anger) would
result in differential evaluations of others’ reactions to social sharing. They found
that these two emotions indeed were associated with distinct response
preferences: Anger was associated with a need for more validation and vicarious
aggression directed at a third person, whereas regret elicited the need for more
cognitive responses, particularly advice and reappraisal. In the current study, we
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examine people’s support seeking as a request for help with regulating one’s
emotions. We focus on several negative emotions that differ on features including,
but not limited to, antecedent events, appraisal profiles, and action tendencies.
Overview of Present Research
Taken together, it seems evident that individuals are strongly inclined to share
their emotions with others (Rimé, 2009; Rimé et al., 1991). This can be seen as an
implicit request for others’ support to help regulate the sharer’s emotions, and
sharers generally perceive social support to be helpful (Zech & Rimé, 2005). It is,
however, less evident what type of support they want, which is an important
question given the differential effectiveness associated with socio-affective and
cognitive support.
The present set of studies examined individuals’ evaluation of socio-affective
and cognitive support. The broad concept of evaluation is used here to refer to
individuals’ judgments of the perceived benefit, effectiveness, and
appropriateness of a specific type of support. In a pilot study, we asked
participants to report on previous sharing episodes, in order to examine whether
socio-affective and cognitive support were indeed the most important
determinants of participants’ evaluations, compared to other reasons for sharing.
We largely replicated these findings in a second pilot study, fully reported in the
Supplemental Materials (Supplement 2.3). Then, in Studies 1 and 2, we used an
experimental approach to test evaluations of socio-affective and cognitive support
directly, while also investigating the role of specific emotions. Participants
imagined being in a situation eliciting regret, anger, sadness, worry, or general
negative affect, and evaluated different forms of socio-affective and cognitive
support.
We selected these emotions because of their prevalence in daily life (Shimanoff,
1984; Van Goozen & Frijda, 1993), and because they differ in terms of subjective
experience and appraisals (Borkovec, Ray, & Stöber, 1998; Roseman, Spindel, &
Jose, 1990; Roseman, Wiest, & Swartz, 1994; Scherer, 1999). More specifically, we
included emotions that differ in ‘certainty’ appraisals, because we predicted that
higher uncertainty regarding the situation or oneself would make one more
receptive to cognitive support, as this may help to alleviate the uncertainty by
changing the way one thinks about the situation. According to research in the
domain of appraisal theory, worry and regret imply more uncertainty about the
antecedent event than anger and sadness. Worry is characterized by an uncertain
negative future outcome (Borkovec et al., 1998; Roseman et al., 1990) and regret
involves self-doubt (Roseman et al., 1990; Wetzer et al., 2007). Sadness, on the
other hand, is elicited by an irrevocable loss, whereas anger is evoked by the
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(experienced) certainty that the blocking of one’s goal is caused by the behavior of
another person (Roseman et al., 1990).
We thus explored the possibility that individuals would be more open to
cognitive support when experiencing regret and worry, compared to sadness and
anger. As such, we would replicate and extend the different emotional support
preferences between anger and regret that were found by Wetzer et al. (2007). We
did not have any specific hypotheses regarding the appreciation of socio-affective
support across emotions. Finally, in addition to four specific emotions, we
included a condition evoking general negative affect (“feeling bad”), in order to
facilitate comparison with previous research on social sharing. In all studies, we
aimed for 50 participants per experimental condition. Furthermore, all study
protocols were approved by the local ethics committee of the Department of
Psychology of the University of Amsterdam.

Pilot Study
This pilot study was designed to test whether socio-affective and cognitive
support are indeed the most important predictors of the perceived benefits of
social sharing, and whether these predictors differ across emotions. We asked
participants to recall a situation in which they experienced anger, sadness, regret,
worry, or general negative affect. We then asked them to recall an instance in
which they had shared a specific emotional experience with another person, to
report on the fulfillment of potential sharing motives, and finally to judge
perceived benefits as well as interpersonal closeness.

Method
Participants
A total of 289 participants, recruited through MTurk, completed the study in
exchange for $1. Nine participants were dropped from the dataset: Six participants
failed the attention question on the first page, which directed them to the end of
the survey; one participant did not write down an emotional event; and two
participants indicated that they had failed to successfully recall an emotional
instance. This resulted in a final sample of 280 participants (47% male), with a
mean age of 36.6 years (SD = 11.9), ranging from 18 to 71 years.
Procedure and Materials
Participants were asked to recall an emotional experience (involving sadness,
worry, anger, regret, or general negative affect) that they had shared with
someone who was uninvolved in the emotional experience itself. Indeed,
participants overall reported to have experienced the target emotion most
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intensely (see Supplement 2.1 and 2.2 for details on the manipulation check).2
Participants were asked to think back at the sharing episode, and to complete an
adapted version of the Social Sharing Motives Scale (SSMS; Duprez et al., 2014),
rating the fulfilment of 42 different potential sharing goals on a 7-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Given significant intercorrelations
among several of the factors, we opted for a promax rotated factor analysis, which
revealed the following seven factors: Cognitive Support (e.g., “get an outside
perspective”; α = .94), Arousing Empathy and Attention (e.g., “move them”; α =
.90), Venting (e.g., “get it off my chest”; α = .87), Informing (e.g., “inform them
about the situation”; α = .85), Socio-Affective Support (e.g., “feel I could rely on
somebody”; α = .84), Warning (e.g., “warn them”; α = .91), and Finding Meaning
(e.g., “find meaning in what occurred”; α = .83). The last factor was a combination
of only two items that loaded considerably higher on the first factor (Cognitive
Support). We therefore discarded this factor, but included the items in the first
factor (see Appendix A for all items and associated factors).3
Next, participants rated their general affect after the sharing event, perceived
affective improvement, perceived understanding, and perceived help (e.g., “To
what extent do you have the impression that sharing your emotions with the other
person made you feel better?”) on a 100-point slider bar (0 = not at all to 100 = very
much). These items were averaged to form a perceived benefits index (α = .76).
Furthermore, participants rated how close they felt to their sharing partner both
before and after sharing, by filling out the inclusion of the other in the self (IOS)
scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992), in which they were asked to choose between
seven pictures representing different degrees of inclusion or closeness (1 = no
inclusion of other in the self to 7 = almost full inclusion of other in the self). Finally,
participants provided demographic information, after which they were debriefed
and thanked for participating. In total, the study took 10 to 15 minutes to complete.

The general negative affect condition, however, resembled the sadness condition.
The results of this factor analysis thus largely replicated the SSMS factor structure reported by Duprez
and colleagues (2014). Arousing Empathy and Attention, Venting, and Socio-Affective Support were
almost exact replications of the original factors. Whereas Informing and Warning formed one factor in
the original questionnaire, they now loaded on two separate factors. The two main differences were,
firstly, that two factors of the SSMS, Clarification and Meaning, and Advice and Solutions, were now
subsumed under one factor, termed Cognitive Support. Secondly, the SSMS included a factor named
Re-experiencing, focused on re-experiencing and sharing the event. We did not replicate this factor:
These items now fell under Informing and Arousing Empathy and Arousal. The failed replication of this
latter factor may be explained by the fact that we only included negative emotional experiences, whereas
the study by Duprez and colleagues focused both on positive and negative emotions. They found that
positive, not negative emotions were mostly shared with the purpose of re-experiencing.
2

3
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Results and Discussion
To test the relative importance of all types of fulfilled sharing motives, we
conducted a regression analysis with all six factor means as predictors of
perceived benefits. As predicted, Socio-Affective Support (β = .35, t[272] = 4.63, p
< .001) and Cognitive Support (β = .17, t[272] = 2.36, p = .019) were significant
positive predictors of perceived benefits, while Venting, Informing, and Warning
were not. Finally, Arousing Empathy and Attention appeared to be a significant
negative predictor of perceived benefits (β = -.17, t[272] = -2.51, p = .013). Adding
interaction terms between Emotion and all six factors in a second block in the
regression model did not lead to a significant change in explained variance, R2
change = .02, F(6, 267) = 1.03, p = .408. The importance of the different sharing
motives thus did not differ across specific emotions.
Furthermore, to test the relative importance of all six types of fulfilled sharing
motives in predicting interpersonal closeness after sharing, we conducted a
hierarchical linear regression while controlling for interpersonal closeness before
sharing. In the first step, Pre-Sharing Closeness was added as a predictor of PostSharing Closeness using the Enter method. In the next step, all six fulfilled motives
were added. The first model including only Pre-Sharing Closeness was significant,
F(1, 278) = 443.74, p < .001. More importantly, including all fulfilled motives in the
second model led to a significant increase in explained variance, R2 change = .04,
F(6, 272) = 5.09, p < .001. Obtained Socio-Affective Support was a significant
positive predictor of Post-Sharing Closeness, b = .19, t(271) = 3.54, p < .001.
Additionally, Venting was a marginally significant positive predictor of PostSharing Closeness, b = .08, t(271) = 1.91, p = .057. Cognitive Support, Arousing
Empathy and Arousal, Informing and Warning did not significantly predict PostSharing Closeness (all ps > .327). Adding interaction terms between Emotion and
all six motives in a third block in the regression model again did not lead to a
significant change in explained variance, R2 change < .01, F(6, 266) = 0.37, p = .896.
Thus, Socio-Affective Support and Venting positively predicted interpersonal
closeness experienced after sharing, regardless of the emotion.
The findings of this pilot study showed that both socio-affective and cognitive
support positively predict perceived benefits of sharing, with socio-affective
support additionally bringing about enhanced interpersonal closeness. This is in
line with Rimé’s theory (2009) that individuals have a strong motive to receive
socio-affective and cognitive support when sharing their emotions. Furthermore,
arousing empathy and attention appeared to be a negative predictor of perceived
benefits. One explanation can be derived from inspection of the individual items,
which tap into arousing interest, attention, and surprise. Making oneself stand out
might lead one to feel deviant and consequently not well understood. Another
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possible explanation may be that arousing too much empathy makes the problem
seem worse, as it confirms the sharer’s (negative) viewpoint. This is in line with
research on co-rumination, which has shown that extensively discussing and
revisiting emotional problems together can develop into dwelling on negative
affect, which can impede emotional recovery (Rose et al., 2007; Stone et al., 2011).
Together, these findings thus suggest that merely venting and arousing empathy
and attention do not suffice, and might even have a negative impact on people’s
sharing experience. Socio-affective and cognitive support, on the other hand,
appear to be the most important contributors to a positive sharing experience.
Given the relatively exploratory nature of this study and the large number of
variables that were included, we conducted a second pilot study to confirm the
robustness of these findings. This study is described in Supplement 2.3. We
replicated both the positive effect of socio-affective and cognitive support on
perceived benefits, as well as the negative effect of arousing empathy and
attention, attesting to the robustness of these findings. Furthermore, socioaffective support again increased feelings of interpersonal closeness.
Finally, we found the positive effects of socio-affective and cognitive support
across all studied emotions. The reported emotion episodes represented a great
variety of events. While this variability may allow for generalizability across a
wide range of emotional situations, it might also explain why we found no effects
of emotion. Despite the fact that participants indicated to have experienced the
target emotion most intensely (see Supplement 2.2), the situations they reported
were very diverse, thereby likely varying on many dimensions such as antecedent
events, appraisals, and action tendencies. This large variety within, compared to
between emotion conditions may have overridden potential emotion effects.
Therefore, we decided to use vignettes in Studies 1 and 2 to allow for cleaner
comparisons between the different emotions.

Study 1
Having established the importance of socio-affective and cognitive support for
sharers’ perceptions of whether sharing episodes were beneficial, we focused only
on these two types of support in the following studies. More specifically, in Study
1, we examined evaluations of socio-affective support, cognitive support, or a
combination of both. In addition, we investigated whether the temporal order of
received support might be relevant. Rimé (2009) argued that timing is important
because socio-affective support may be essential in order to first buffer intense
emotional distress, after which people may be open to a more cognitive form of
emotion regulation (see also Burleson et al., 2005). In his argument, Rimé was
referring to real-life emotional experiences where the intensity may require

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 31

32

| Chapter 2

multiple conversations over time to enable individuals’ receptiveness for
cognitive support. Given the overall lower emotional intensity that is brought
about by vignettes, we thought that this methodology might allow us to examine
whether a similar temporal order effect may occur on a shorter time scale (i.e.,
within one conversation). Finally, we examined whether support preferences
would depend on the specific emotion at hand, using the same set of emotions as
in the pilot study. Here, we used vignettes that were designed to elicit the target
emotion. The different types of support were standardized by providing
participants with supportive reactions tailored to the vignettes.

Method
Participants
A total of 277 participants were recruited through convenience sampling (i.e.,
personal networks of research assistants). They completed the survey online. One
participant was excluded because she was underage. This resulted in a final
sample of 276 participants (31% male), with a mean age of 32.4 years (SD = 14.6),
ranging from 18 to 66 years. All participants signed informed consent online.
Procedure
After answering a few demographic questions, participants were presented
with a vignette evoking either sadness, anger, regret, worry, or general negative
affect. They were instructed to imagine themselves in the described situation, and
were then asked to imagine sharing this situation with a friend over the phone.
They were then presented sequentially with four different hypothetical reactions
of their friend (i.e., socio-affective support, cognitive support, socio-affective
support followed by cognitive support, or cognitive support followed by socioaffective support), which they rated on desirability, effectiveness, and
appropriateness. Afterwards, they were asked to answer a few control questions
about the realism of the vignettes and supportive responses, before they were
debriefed about the purpose of the study and thanked for participating. In total,
the study took participants 5 to 10 minutes to complete.
Design and Manipulations
The study involved a 5 (Emotion: sadness, worry, anger, regret, or general
negative affect) x 4 (Support: socio-affective support, cognitive support, socioaffective support followed by cognitive support, or cognitive support followed by
socio-affective support) mixed design. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of the emotion conditions, and received all four types of support in random
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order. The dependent variable comprised the ratings of the reactions on
desirability, effectiveness, and appropriateness.
Emotion
Emotion was manipulated by using different vignettes, written on the basis of the
core relational theme and appraisal pattern of each emotion (Roseman et al., 1990;
Smith & Lazarus, 1993). The sadness scenario (definite loss) involved the death of
a friend due to leukaemia. Worry (uncertain loss) was induced by a situation in
which a friend was late and possibly involved in a train accident. The regret
vignette (negative self-blame and desire to undo what has been done) described a
missed opportunity to visit one’s grandmother in the hospital. Anger (goal
blockage and other-blame) was induced by a scenario in which a friend did not
return a borrowed car in time for an important job interview of the protagonist.
The scenario involving general negative affect described a typical bad day, during
which everything seemed to go wrong. To ensure that the vignettes evoked the
intended emotion, a pilot study was conducted. The results of this pilot study can
be found in Supplement 2.4 (see Appendix B for the exact phrasing of the
vignettes).
Support
Participants read four different types of supportive reactions of their hypothetical
friend, involving socio-affective support, cognitive support, and two
combinations. The combined responses were simply the exact combination of the
socio-affective and cognitive support reaction, in two different orders. All
supportive reactions were tailored to the specific vignette to enhance ecological
validity (see Appendix B for the different support reactions). Socio-affective
support messages always included validation of the other’s feelings,
understanding, and empathy (e.g. for sadness “I’m sorry to hear this, how horrible
for you. I realize this must be very hard. I understand how you feel, and I can
imagine you’ll be upset for a while now.”). Cognitive support was always
characterized by providing and encouraging a different, more positive perspective
on the situation (e.g. for sadness “Fortunately, she will no longer be in pain, after
having been ill for such a long time. Now she is finally at peace. Try to think of the
good memories you have together.”).
Support evaluation
The different types of support were evaluated using 12 items tapping into
desirability, anticipated effectiveness, and appropriateness (e.g., “To what extent
would you like to receive this response?”). All questions were answered on a 7point Likert scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very much) and can be found in Appendix C.
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A general evaluation index was created by averaging all 12 items (all alphas >
.96).4
Control questions
To preclude potential mood effects, participants rated their mood at the beginning
of the experiment using a 100-point slider bar (0 = bad to 100 = good). Furthermore,
we asked several control questions relating to the vignettes (e.g., concerning the
realism of the described situations and support) to ensure that the vignettes did
not differ in unintended ways. These questions and related results are reported in
Supplement 2.5.

Results and Discussion
Participants did not differ in pre-study mood across the different emotion
conditions (M = 76.23, SD = 13.04), F(4, 271) = 0.22, p = .925, ηp2 < .01. To test which
type of support participants preferred and whether these preferences were
dependent on the emotion, a repeated-measures analysis was conducted with
Support as a within-subjects factor and Emotion as a between-subjects factor.
Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated, χ2(5)
= 43.74, p < .001. Therefore, degrees of freedom were corrected using Huynh-Feldt
estimates of sphericity (ε = .92). The results showed a significant main effect of
Support, F(2.75, 745.51) = 27.31, p < .001 , ηp2 = .09. Pairwise comparisons
(Bonferroni-corrected) of support conditions indicated that, overall, purely
cognitive support was least preferred compared to socio-affective support (p <
.001, d = .44), socio-affective support followed by cognitive support (p < .001, d =
.54), and cognitive support followed by socio-affective support (p < .001, d = .33;
see Table 1 for means and standard deviations). Furthermore, the temporal order
of the combined messages appeared to affect the evaluations. Socio-affective
support followed by cognitive support was evaluated more positively than
cognitive support followed by socio-affective support (p = .001, d = .23).5 All other
comparisons were non-significant (all ps > .379).
Furthermore, a significant interaction between Emotion and Support emerged,
F(11.00, 745.51) = 6.37, p < .001, ηp2 = .09. As can be seen in Figure 1, socio-affective
support was roughly equally evaluated across the different emotions, while
A principle axis factor analysis was conducted over all 12 items for each support message separately,
collapsing across emotions. For three out of four support message evaluations, only one factor was
extracted using Promax rotation (i.e. Eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1). For the socio-affective
support message, two factors were extracted. For reasons of parsimony and consistency, we therefore
averaged all items.
5 Emotion also had a significant main effect on the preference ratings (F[4, 271] = 19.64, p < .001, ηp2 =
.22), indicating that support was differently evaluated across the different vignettes, regardless of the
specific type of support that was offered. Since these effects are not relevant to our research question,
pairwise comparisons are not discussed here (but can be provided upon request).
4
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evaluations of cognitive support differed across the different emotions.
Specifically, while purely cognitive support was least positively evaluated
compared to all other types of reactions in the case of anger and sadness, this was
not the case for general negative affect (GNA), regret, and worry. More
specifically, in the case of sadness, any kind of response that included socioaffective support was evaluated more positively than responses that did not. For
anger, the pattern was similar, although purely socio-affective support was
perceived as even more positive than a combination of both (see Table 1). For
worry, in contrast, the only significant difference that emerged was between
cognitive support as compared to socio-affective support followed by cognitive
support, with the latter being more positively evaluated. Similarly, the desired
responses to regret were also less pronounced: Socio-affective support followed
by cognitive support was evaluated more positively than only socio-affective
support, with all other comparisons being non-significant. Lastly, the order in
which socio-affective and cognitive support were offered only mattered in the case
of GNA. The overall order effect of the two support combinations thus seemed to
be driven by the GNA condition.
Table 1
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) for Mean Evaluations of Socio-Affective Support (SA),
Cognitive Support (C), Socio-Affective Support followed by Cognitive Support (SA-C), and Cognitive
Support followed by Socio-Affective Support (C-SA), including Number of Participants (N) per Emotion
Condition, Study 1

GNA
(N = 55)

Regret
(N = 56)

Anger
(N = 55)

Sadness
(N = 52)

Worry
(N = 59)

Total
(N = 277)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

SA

5.00
(0.91) ab 1

4.52
(1.12) a 12

4.53
(1.40) a 12

4.69
(1.23) a 12

4.31
(1.12) ab 2

4.60
(1.18) ab

C

4.55
(1.30) a 12

4.95
(1.20) ab 1

2.89
(1.42) b 3

3.45
(1.29) b 34*

4.15
(1.30) a 24*

4.01
(1.49) c

SA-C

5.55
(1.02) b 1

5.19
(1.21) b 12

3.80
(1.59) c 3

4.65
(1.37) a 2

4.78
(1.29) b 2

4.80
(1.43) a

C-SA

4.90
(1.17) a 1

4.90
(1.25) ab 1

3.71
(1.34) c 2

4.38
(1.31) a 12

4.49
(1.20) ab 1

4.48
(1.32) b

Note. Numeric superscripts (123) refer to comparisons between different emotions, within one
support type (i.e., horizontal comparisons). Letter superscripts (abc) refer to comparisons between
different types of support, within one emotion condition (i.e., vertical comparisons). Shared
superscripts indicate the absence of a statistical difference based on Bonferroni-corrected pairwise
comparisons (i.e., p > .05). * p = .052.
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In sum, the present study showed that, overall, participants believed they
would prefer responses that included socio-affective support to responses that did
not. Put differently, participants appeared to dislike purely cognitive support.
However, this relative negative evaluation of cognitive support seemed to be
mostly driven by anger and sadness; cognitive support was more appreciated in
the case of worry and regret. Finally, socio-affective support followed by cognitive
support was evaluated more positively compared to the reversed order, in line
with Rimé’s (2009) theory suggesting that socio-affective support might be
required first to reduce emotional distress. It should be noted, however, that this
order effect was only found for general negative affect. Taken together, across
emotions participants thus seemed to expect to appreciate a response that is
known to make people feel good in the short term, fostering closeness and relief
(Brans et al., 2014; Morelli et al., 2015; Nils & Rimé, 2012). Whether people thought
that they would be open to a more cognitively challenging form of support was
dependent on the specific emotion at hand.

Figure 1. Mean Evaluations (the Higher, the More Positive) for all Supportive Reactions
including Error Bars Representing One Standard Error around the Mean, per Emotion
Condition, Study 1.
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Study 2
Study 1 showed that, across emotions, purely cognitive support was least
positively evaluated. All of the other responses (which all included socio-affective
support) were perceived more positively. The order did seem to matter, at least
for general negative affect, in that socio-affective support followed by cognitive
support was preferred to the reversed order. Furthermore, evaluations were
shown to depend on the emotion. Before interpreting these patterns, it should be
noted that the support messages in Study 1 were tailored to the specific vignettes
and thereby idiosyncratic. Therefore, the differential preference ratings cannot be
solely attributed to the different emotions. To allow for firmer conclusions, we
conducted a replication study in which we made use of new vignettes and
associated supportive responses.

Method
Participants and Procedure
A total of 190 participants completed an online study via Crowdflower in
exchange for $0.20. Responses of three participants were deleted because they
participated twice. This resulted in a final sample of 187 participants (42% male),
with a mean age of 37.6 years (SD = 12.5), ranging from 18 to 70 years. All
participants signed informed consent online. The study took 5 to 10 minutes to
complete.
Design and Material
The design was similar to that of Study 1, with one exception: The general
negative affect condition was dropped because of the difficulty in comparing the
findings to the four specific emotion conditions. More specifically, the general
negative affect vignette evoked a mix of several negative emotions (e.g.,
frustration, anger, sadness), which may all be associated with different support
preferences, making it difficult to interpret comparisons with the other vignettes
that were constructed to evoke a single emotion. This resulted in a 4 (Emotion:
sadness, worry, anger, or regret) x 4 (Support: socio-affective support, cognitive
support, socio-affective support followed by cognitive support, and cognitive
support followed by socio-affective support) mixed design. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of the emotion conditions, and received all four types
of support in random order. The dependent variable comprised the same ratings
as in Study 1.
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Emotion
Emotions were manipulated by presenting different vignettes. Compared to the
vignettes used in Study 1, they were shorter and more general, to allow some room
for participants to tap from their own experiences. Rather than being potentially
side-tracked by specific details, we aimed for participants to visualize the depicted
situations themselves, within the general frame of the vignette. The sadness
scenario involved a friend committing suicide. Worry was induced by imagining
discovering an odd-looking birthmark that might signify skin cancer. The regret
scenario described having foregone a holiday that turned out to be fantastic.
Finally, the anger vignette described a false accusation of having violated
someone’s trust. Again, the vignettes were validated in a pilot test, of which the
results are described in Supplement 2.6. The exact vignettes can be found in
Appendix D.
Support evaluation
Participants received support tailored to the specific vignette. The reactions were
more general compared to Study 1, but comprised the same key elements (see
Appendix D). For example, the socio-affective support message for sadness was
“I’m very sorry for your loss. You must feel devastated. What a horrible situation”.
The cognitive support message read: “At least you know that this is what she
wanted. Now, she no longer needs to suffer”. The same items as in Study 1 were
used to evaluate the responses, resulting in a general evaluation index for each of
the four support types (all alphas > .97).6

Results and Discussion
To test how participants evaluated the different types of support and whether
these evaluations were emotion-specific, a repeated-measures analysis was
conducted with Support as a within-subjects factor and Emotion as a betweensubjects factor. Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had
been violated, χ2(5) = 42.87, p < .001. Therefore, degrees of freedom were corrected
using Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (ε = .88). The results showed a
significant main effect of Support, F(2.65, 484.11) = 11.98, p < .001, ηp2 = .06.
Replicating Study 1, Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons indicated that,
overall, purely cognitive support was evaluated significantly less positively than
socio-affective support (p = .006, d = .31), socio-affective support followed by
cognitive support (p < .001, d = .38), and cognitive support followed by socioaffective support (p < .001, d = .34; see Table 2 for means and standard deviations).
Accidentally, one item tapping into desirability was not included. However, a principle axis factor
analysis revealed that for all support types, again only one factor was extracted using Promax rotation
(i.e., Eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1), thereby yielding essentially the same preference index.
6
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The latter three types of support did not differ in terms of their evaluations (all ps
> .945).7
Table 2
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) on Mean Evaluations of Socio-Affective Support (SA),
Cognitive Support (C), Socio-Affective Support followed by Cognitive Support (SA-C), and Cognitive
Support followed by Socio-Affective Support (C-SA), including Number of Participants (N) per Emotion
Condition, Study 2

Regret
(N = 47)

Anger
(N = 50)

Sadness
(N = 47)

Worry
(N = 43)

Total
(N = 187)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

SA

4.41 (1.69) a 1

4.55 (1.41) a 1

4.86 (1.39) a 1

4.14 (1.45) a 1

4.50 (1.50) a

C

4.78 (1.43) a 1

3.48 (1.49) b 2*

2.69 (1.60) b 2*

5.13 (1.33) b 1

3.99 (1.76) b

SA-C

5.03 (1.47) a 12

4.32 (1.67) a 23

3.57 (1.73) c 3

5.77 (0.99) c 1

4.64 (1.70) a

C-SA

4.94 (1.40) a 1

4.62 (1.42) a 1

3.37 (1.80) c 2

5.39 (1.15) bc 1

4.57 (1.64) a

47

50

47

43

187

N

Note. Numeric superscripts (123) refer to comparisons between different emotions, within one
support type (i.e., horizontal comparisons). Letter superscripts (abc) refer to comparisons between
different types of support, within one emotion condition (i.e., vertical comparisons). Shared
superscripts indicate the absence of a statistical difference based on Bonferroni-corrected pairwise
comparisons (i.e., p > .05). * p = .053.

Again, Emotion exerted a main effect, F(3, 183) = 15.89, p < .001, ηp2 = .21, indicating that support was
generally more appreciated for some emotions compared to others. Since these differences were not
relevant to our research question, the specific comparisons are not discussed here.
7
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Figure 2. Mean Evaluations (the Higher, the More Positive) for all Supportive Reactions
including Error Bars Representing One Standard Error around the Mean, per Emotion
Condition, Study 2.

Furthermore, a significant interaction effect emerged between Emotion and
Support, again indicating that support evaluation was emotion-specific, F(7.94,
484.11) = 15.40, p < .001, ηp2 = .20 (see Table 2 for the means and standard
deviations). As can be seen in Figure 2, socio-affective support was equally
favorably evaluated across the different emotions (all ps > .134). Again, cognitive
support was driving the differential evaluations across the emotions. The
emotion-specific patterns were roughly similar to those in Study 1, with a few
small differences. Replicating the results of Study 1, the poor evaluations of
cognitive support were particularly pronounced in the sadness and anger
conditions. For anger, purely cognitive support was least positively evaluated,
compared to any of the other reactions, while all other responses were equally
positively evaluated. For sadness, purely socio-affective support was evaluated
more positively than any of the other responses. Socio-affective support followed
by cognitive support was perceived as more positive than purely cognitive
support, with the reversed order combination falling in between. For worry, we
observed the opposite pattern: Socio-affective support was rated lower than
responses that included cognitive support. Here, the combination of socio-
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affective support followed by cognitive support was evaluated more positively
than purely cognitive support, and the reversed-order combination again fell in
between. Finally, for regret, no differences emerged: All support messages were
evaluated equally.
In sum, replicating the results of Study 1 using different vignettes, participants
again indicated that they would appreciate cognitive support least, while any type
of reaction including socio-affective support was evaluated more positively.
Again, anger and sadness were driving this effect. Worry and regret, on the other
hand, were associated with relatively more appreciation of cognitive support.

General Discussion
The present studies examined how individuals evaluate different types of
social support in response to sharing negative emotional experiences, and whether
these evaluations are emotion-specific. Two pilot studies established that socioaffective and cognitive support were the most important contributors to whether
people felt social sharing was fulfilling to them (see also Rimé, 2009). We then
conducted two experiments to compare people’s relative evaluations of different
kinds of support. Participants were presented with vignettes evoking sadness,
anger, worry, regret, or (in Study 1) general negative affect. Subsequently, they
were presented with responses providing socio-affective support, cognitive
support, or a combination of both, and were asked to evaluate these.
Main Findings and Theoretical Implications
We assessed participants' preferences with respect to the kind of support they
would want when sharing their emotions. Participants generally felt that receiving
any type of response that included socio-affective support would be more
favorable than receiving purely cognitive support. This result may be partially
explained by the finding of our pilot studies showing that it is socio-affective
support that fosters feelings of interpersonal closeness (cf. Batenburg & Das, 2014;
Nils & Rimé, 2012), and is in line with previous research indicating that people
perceive socio-affective support to be helpful (even though more objective
measures indicate otherwise; Brans, Koval, et al., 2013; Morelli et al., 2015; Nils &
Rimé, 2012). Furthermore, the consistently high desirability of socio-affective
support across different emotional situations fits well with the finding that socioaffective support is the most normative and frequently used response (Brans, Van
Mechelen, et al., 2013).
However, the current set of results adds an important caveat to this conclusion,
because support evaluations were found to be emotion-specific: Whereas socioaffective support was considered equally desirable across emotions, the
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appreciation of cognitive support was dependent on the specific emotion. More
specifically, the relative dislike of purely cognitive support appeared to occur
most strongly in situations of anger and sadness. Cognitive support was
anticipated to be more appreciated in the case of worry and regret than of anger
and sadness. For worry, though, socio-affective support followed by cognitive
support was slightly preferred over purely cognitive support, again underlining
that purely cognitive support is rarely appreciated (see also Brans, Van Mechelen,
et al., 2013). For regret, support preferences were less differentiated. Finally,
general negative affect was included in Study 1, because previous research has
often not specified the type of negative affect that was induced. The support
evaluations of general negative affect closely resembled the average pattern across
the specific emotions, demonstrating a general preference for any type of socioaffective support. The findings of Study 1 further suggested that cognitive support
should preferably be preceded by socio-affective support rather than vice versa –
an effect we did not replicate in Study 2, quite possibly because general negative
affect was not included in Study 2.
There are multiple explanations for the differential support evaluations across
emotions. As noted, the four emotions differ in their appraisals, action tendencies,
and subjective experiences (Borkovec et al., 1998; Roseman et al., 1990, 1994;
Scherer, 1999). Especially differences in certainty appraisals could have affected
the receptiveness to cognitive support. Drawing on Lazarus’ theory and empirical
work on coping and stress (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1980), one factor that may
explain the different patterns for sadness and anger on the one hand, and worry
and regret on the other hand, concerns the extent to which participants believe
there is something that can still be done about the situation. Sadness is
characterized by certainty about the loss (Roseman et al., 1990), which renders it
relatively difficult to reappraise: The main thing one can do in many such
situations, is to accept the situation as it is. Socio-affective support may in fact be
especially desirable in the case of sadness because it can reduce experienced
loneliness by providing comfort, care, and proximity (Morelli et al., 2015; Rimé,
2009). Indeed, sadness over a social loss has been shown to be associated with an
increased desire for social connectedness (Gray, Ishii, & Ambady, 2011), in which
socio-affective support can provide. Similarly, anger is also characterized by the
appraisal of certainty, in that the angry person is certain that the blocking of their
goal is caused by the behavior of another person (Roseman et al., 1990). This
certainty of others’ wrongdoing may explain why individuals prefer to be
validated (i.e., receiving socio-affective support) rather than challenged (i.e.,
receiving cognitive support) in their view of the situation. Thus, because
appraisals of certainty are inherent to anger and sadness, socio-affective support
may be more desirable than cognitive support.
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Worry, on the other hand, is characterized by great uncertainty (i.e., fear that
something bad might happen; Borkovec, Ray, & Stöber, 1998; Roseman et al.,
1990). The person experiencing worry could thus potentially still do something
constructive about this situation, such as changing their negative appraisal of the
uncertain situation. Receiving an alternative perspective on a worrisome situation
may therefore be highly welcome. Similarly, while the negative outcome in the
case of regret may be certain, a characterizing feature of this emotion is the
motivation to correct or improve in the future (Roseman et al., 1994). As such,
regret may be best countered by cognitive support, not only because one can learn
from previous experiences in order to improve in the future, but also because
putting such a situation in perspective may benefit one’s self-evaluation, which is
at stake in the case of regret (Roseman et al., 1990; see also Wetzer et al., 2007).
Thus, both for worry and regret, a complete focus on accepting the negative
(appraisal of the) situation may exacerbate the negative emotion, while
reappraisal may alleviate the negative emotions. Admittedly, our data only
provide indirect evidence for the role of appraisals. Additional research is needed
to test these explanations directly. The fact that we replicated this pattern of results
in two studies that differed in vignettes, support messages, and populations, does
speak to the reliability of the observed effects.
Taken together, the reported studies show that socio-affective and cognitive
support indeed were the most important contributors to whether people felt that
others’ regulation had helped them. People consistently indicated that they would
appreciate receiving socio-affective support when sharing their emotions. The
desirability of cognitive support, however, was more context-dependent, and
differed between emotions. Our findings regarding the varying appreciation of
cognitive support may help explain some previous inconsistencies with regards
to the effectiveness of cognitive support (e.g., Lepore et al., 2004, 2000). In some
emotional situations, cognitive support may be less effective (e.g., sadness about
the death of a loved one), or individuals might simply be unwilling to receive this
type of support (e.g., anger about un unfair treatment), thereby also rendering it
ineffective (Horowitz et al., 2001).
Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations of our studies should be acknowledged. First, it should be
noted that we did not assess actual support provision. Therefore, our findings are
limited to what people think they seek and appreciate. It is conceivable that
people's preferences for particular forms of emotional support in hypothetical
situations differ from their appreciation when actually receiving such support (see
Loewenstein, 1996). Future studies are needed to establish when cognitive support
might actually be desired and appreciated. Discovering under which
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circumstances people are open to cognitive support is important, given that
cognitive support seems necessary to achieve emotional recovery. By providing
another perspective, listeners may help the sharer change their appraisal of the
situation and thereby also their emotional response (Gross, 2002; Jones & Wirtz,
2006; Rimé, 2009). Indeed, several studies suggest that cognitive support can bring
about long-term emotional, cognitive and physiological benefits (Batenburg &
Das, 2014; Lepore et al., 2004; Nils & Rimé, 2012). Importantly, however, support
may only be effective when individuals actually wish to receive it (Horowitz et al.,
2001). Indeed, if people are not open to cognitive support, they are likely to dismiss
it (see Lepore et al., 2000).
Besides the specific emotion at hand, one potential boundary condition for the
appreciation of cognitive support may be whether it is preceded by (or co-occurs
with) socio-affective support. The current findings suggest that cognitive support
can generally be appreciated, as long as it comes with socio-affective support. This
overall preference for a combination of both types of support is in line with the
idea that socio-affective support may be necessary to buffer intense emotional
distress first, after which people may be open to more cognitive forms of emotion
regulation (Burleson et al., 2005; Rimé, 2009). Although we only found an effect of
the order of combined support for general negative affect, order may be important
in real-life interactions that extend over longer time periods. Order effects may
further be dependent on a second, related, boundary condition: timing.
Immediately after an emotional event, emotional intensity may be too high for
sharers to appreciate cognitive support. Supporting this idea, research on
intrapersonal emotion regulation has shown that individuals choose to engage in
more cognitive forms of emotion regulation (i.e., reappraisal) at later stages in the
emotional episode (Kalokerinos, Résibois, Verduyn, & Kuppens, 2016) and when
emotional intensity is relatively low (Sheppes et al., 2014). Future studies
comparing emotional situations varying in recency, or in which support provision
spans longer periods of time (e.g., daily diary studies) may lend themselves better
to test whether time, or the antecedence by socio-affective support may indeed be
required for individuals to be open to cognitive support.
A related question for future research is whether people communicate their
emotions differently when they seek different types of support (Derlega,
Winstead, Oldfield III, & Barbee, 2003; Horowitz et al., 2001). Such support-driven
expressions would likely shape the responses they elicit from the listener
(Horowitz et al., 2001; Yankeelov, Barbee, Cunningham, & Druen, 1995). People
may share their emotions in such a way that they are more likely to elicit socioaffective support from the other, which would make them feel good in the short
term (Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). However, this may be problematic as
repeatedly sharing one’s emotions while receiving socio-affective support can
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result in co-rumination (Curci & Rimé, 2012). Co-rumination involves frequently
discussing problems together and dwelling on negative emotions, and has been
found to predict greater friendship quality, but also depression and inadequate
emotional adjustment (Rose et al., 2007; Stone et al., 2011). Thus, by shaping
conversations, people’s strong need for socio-affective support may even be one
of the reasons why social sharing mostly leads to perceived benefits, but not to
actual recovery.
Finally, it is worth mentioning that we do not intend to claim that socioaffective support and cognitive support are the only two types of (meaningful)
support. In our studies, we have limited ourselves to verbal responses to social
sharing. Two other forms of support that are less targeted at directly regulating
the emotion at hand, yet are likely to be frequently sought and provided, include
instrumental support and social companionship (see Cohen & Wills, 1985).
Instrumental (or practical) support involves the provision of concrete, tangible
assistance, such as driving someone to the hospital or doing their groceries (Cohen
& Wills, 1985). Social companionship includes any form of spending leisure time
together, which may facilitate distraction and bring about more positive affect and
– to the best of our knowledge – seems relatively overlooked as a form of social
support. Interestingly, these two types of support were not evident in the reasons
people reported for sharing their emotions (Duprez et al., 2014). It may be that
individuals are less likely to share their emotions with others when their goal is to
obtain distraction. This, however, remains an empirical question.
Concluding Remarks
In sum, the current studies indicate that individuals generally anticipate
appreciating socio-affective support more than cognitive support when imagining
sharing their emotions with others, which is in line with the great prevalence of
socio-affective support provision and the perceived benefits of sharing (Rimé,
2009; Zech & Rimé, 2005). The anticipated appreciation of cognitive support seems
more dependent on context, specifically the particular emotion at hand. Given its
potential to enhance emotional recovery, future research is warranted to identify
under which circumstances people are in fact open to receive cognitive support
from others.
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Appendix A
Adapted version of the Social Sharing Motives Scale (Duprez et al., 2014). The
abbreviations in brackets refer to the subscales in our pilot studies: Cognitive Support
(CS), Socio-Affective Support (SAS), Arousing Empathy and Attention (AEA),
Venting (VE), Informing (INF), and Warning (WA).
When you shared the event with the other person, what kind of response did you
want from them?
1. learn about their view (CS)
2. receive support (SAS)
3. share my emotions (VE)
4. learn about their opinion (CS)
5. re-experience the event (AEA)
6. express my emotions (VE)
7. share my experience (INF)
8. be supported (SAS)
9. get attention (AEA)
10. receive suggestions (CS)
11. inform the other (INF)
12. think about what occurred (CS)
13. get an outside perspective (CS)
14. have my view of the event validated (CS)
15. let off steam (VE)
16. inform them about what occurred (INF)
17. make myself stand out (AEA)
18. feel I could rely on somebody (SAS)
19. put what occurred into perspective (CS)
20. see how they would have reacted (CS)
21. cause surprise (AEA)
22. warn the other (WA)
23. feel connected (SAS)
24. analyze what happened (CS)
25. remember what occurred (AEA)
26. arouse empathy (AEA)
27. better understand what occurred (CS)
28. be helped (SAS)
29. get it off my chest (VE)
30. inform them about the situation (INF)
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31. evoke emotion in the other (AEA)
32. vent my feelings (VE)
33. generate interest (AEA)
34. find meaning in what occurred (CS)
35. warn them (WA)
36. let my emotions out (VE)
37. move them (AEA)
38. clarify my feelings about what occurred (CS)
39. share the event (INF)
40. get a different perspective on the situation (CS)
41. get a more positive view on the situation (CS)
42. seek physical support (e.g., a stroke, a hug, an arm around my shoulder) (SAS)
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Appendix B
Vignettes and Supportive Reactions Used in Study 1
In Study 1, participants were randomly presented with one of the five emotioninducing vignettes. These are presented separately below, each with four
supportive reactions tailored to the specific vignette. Please note that these
concern translations of the originally Dutch vignettes and responses.
Sadness
Vignette
You are at home and receive a phone call. You see on the screen that it is the [male]
friend of a good [female] friend of yours. You have been friends with her for a long
time, and you see each other often. You answer your phone and immediately you
hear that his voice sounds unusual. He asks you if you can sit down, because
something serious has happened. You immediately suspect what it is about. Your
mutual friend has leukaemia. Lately, she fortunately seemed to be doing better.
Then you hear your mutual friend on the phone say that she passed away last
night. You really did not expect this.
Socio-Affective Support
I’m sorry to hear this, how horrible for you. I realize this must be very hard. I
understand how you feel, and I can imagine you’ll be upset for a while now.
Cognitive Support
I’m sorry to hear this. Fortunately, she will no longer be in pain, after having been
ill for such a long time. Now she is finally at peace. Try to think of the good
memories you have together.
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
I’m sorry to hear this, how horrible for you. I realize this must be very hard. I
understand how you feel, and I can imagine you’ll be upset for a while now.
Fortunately, she will no longer be in pain, after having been ill for such a long
time. Now she is finally at peace. Try to think of the good memories you have
together.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
I’m sorry to hear. Fortunately, she will no longer be in pain, after having been ill
for such a long time. Now she is finally at peace. Try to think of the good memories
you have together.
How horrible for you. I realize this must be very hard. I understand how you feel,
and I can imagine you’ll be upset for a while now.
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Anger
Vignette
A friend is begging you to borrow your car for the night. She really wants to go to
a party, but it is outside of the city. You agree to her request, but on the condition
that she will return the car on time. You need the car the next morning to go to an
important job interview. She promises you everything will be alright, snatches the
keys out of your hands and takes off. When you leave the house the next morning,
the car isn’t there! Just at that moment your phone beeps, and you receive a text
message from her: “I had too much to drink to drive home, sorry”. Again, she did
not stick to the agreement. This means you will not be on time for your job
interview.
Socio-Affective Support
I’m sorry you won’t be on time for your interview now. I understand how you
feel. What your friend did is really not okay. She knew how important this was
for you.
Cognitive Support
These things happen, you’ll get another chance. Try to see it as a learning
experience. From now on you may be more cautious and not lend your car to
someone who doesn’t not seem so reliable after all.
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
I’m sorry you won’t be on time for your interview now. I understand how you
feel. What your friend did is really not okay. She knew how important this was
for you. But these things happen, you’ll get another chance. Try to see it as a
learning experience. From now on you may be more cautious and not lend your
car to someone who doesn’t not seem so reliable after all.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
These things happen, you’ll get another chance. Try to see it as a learning
experience. From now on you may be more cautious and not lend your car to
someone who doesn’t not seem so reliable after all. I’m sorry you won’t be on time
for your interview now. I understand how you feel. What your friend did is really
not okay. She knew how important this was for you.
Regret
Vignette
Your grandmother is old and her health is deteriorating. She is trying her best to
stay strong, but now she needs to go to the hospital. Your parents are asking you
if you will also come visit her. You are in doubt because the timing is not great as
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you are very busy with work. Besides, the hospital your grandmother is in is not
exactly around the corner. In the end, you decide not to go. Later you hear that
she has been moved to a special ward that does not allow visitors, and you do not
know if you will be able to see her again. You think to yourself, I wish I had gone.
Socio-Affective Support
I’m sorry for you that you can’t see her right now. I understand this must be really
hard for you, and I can imagine that you’re afraid that you will not be able to see
her again.
Cognitive Support
You could not have seen this coming, so don’t blame yourself. She has been
hanging in there for a long time now, and she is strong, so I’m sure she will pull
through. Who knows, she may be dismissed from the ward soon, and you will be
able to visit her again. Try not to worry about it too much.
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
I’m sorry for you that you can’t see her right now. I understand this must be really
hard for you, and I can imagine that you’re afraid that you will not be able to see
her again. But you could not have seen this coming, so don’t blame yourself. She
has been hanging in there for a long time now, and she is strong, so I’m sure she
will pull through. Who knows, she may be dismissed from the ward soon, and
you will be able to visit her again. Try not to worry about it too much.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
You could not have seen this coming, so don’t blame yourself. She has been
hanging in there for a long time now, and she is strong, so I’m sure she will pull
through. Who knows, she may be dismissed from the ward soon, and you will be
able to visit her again. Try not to worry about it too much. I’m sorry for you that
you can’t see her right now. I understand this must be really hard for you, and I
can imagine that you’re afraid that you will not be able to see her again.
Worry
Vignette
Tonight a good friend of yours is coming over for dinner. While grocery shopping,
you are texting elaborately about what to have for dinner. Once you get home you
start cooking, as he will arrive any minute. After some time, dinner is almost
ready, but your friend still hasn’t arrived yet. This is strange, because usually he
is always on time. He hasn’t let you know he will be late. You try to call him to
check, but he doesn’t pick up. After half an hour, you hear on the radio that a train
accident occurred between Utrecht and Amsterdam. He was on the train from
Utrecht to Amsterdam.
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Socio-Affective Support
What an unpleasant situation. He is usually always on time. Strange that he didn’t
notify you. I understand you are afraid that he might have been on that train, let’s
hope he wasn’t!
Cognitive Support
We should not immediately assume the worst. Maybe he missed his train. There
are no trains going anymore between Utrecht and Amsterdam at the moment. And
even if he would be on the train that was in the accident, that does not necessarily
mean he is seriously injured of course.
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
What an unpleasant situation. He is usually always on time. Strange that he didn’t
notify you. I understand you are afraid that he might have been on that train, let’s
hope he wasn’t! We should not immediately assume the worst. Maybe he missed
his train. There are no trains going anymore between Utrecht and Amsterdam at
the moment. And even if he would be on the train that was in the accident, that
does not necessarily mean he is seriously injured of course.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
We should not immediately assume the worst. Maybe he missed his train. There
are no trains going anymore between Utrecht and Amsterdam at the moment. And
even if he would be on the train that was in the accident, that does not necessarily
mean he is seriously injured of course. But what an unpleasant situation. He is
usually always on time. Strange that he didn’t notify you. I understand you are
afraid that he might have been on that train, let’s hope he wasn’t!
General Negative Affect
Vignette
You wake up with a start, look at the clock and realize you have overslept. You
haven’t been in a good place lately and you are as slow as molasses. Now you also
need to rush to get to work on time. You see it is raining heavily and you need to
cycle to work. Unfortunately, you don’t have time to find your rainwear. You
arrive to work late and totally soaked. The rest of the day you work as hard as
possible, but it seems as if the pile of work is not getting any smaller. You decide
to stay late to finish your work. When you cycle home in the evening, it’s still
pouring outside. Once at home and hungry, you open the fridge to find that the
food you had been looking forward to eating has gone bad.
Socio-Affective Support
I understand how you feel. I’m sorry you had such a bad day. And then you had
to work late. I can imagine you wish this day was just over.
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Cognitive Support
Fortunately, tomorrow is a new day that I’m sure will be better. Don’t worry too
much about this being a bad day. At least you got some work done today.
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
I understand how you feel. I’m sorry you had such a bad day. And then you had
to work late. I can imagine you wish this day was just over. Fortunately, tomorrow
is a new day that I’m sure will be better. Don’t worry too much about this being a
bad day. At least you got some work done today.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
Fortunately, tomorrow is a new day that I’m sure will be better. Don’t worry too
much about this being a bad day. At least you got some work done today. I do
understand how you feel. I’m sorry you had such a bad day. And then you had to
work late. I can imagine you wish this day was just over.
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Appendix C
We asked participants to rate the following items in Study 1 and Study 2, with the
exception of item 2, which was accidentally not included in Study 2.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

To what extent would you like this reaction?
To what extent would you like to receive this reaction?
To what extent would this be a reaction you want?
To what extent do you think this response is suitable?
To what extent do you think this response is appropriate?
To what extent do you think this response is fitting?
To what extent would you feel supported by this reaction?
To what extent do you find this response reassuring?
To what extent would you experience this reaction as helpful?
To what extent do you think this reaction would make you feel better?
To what extent do you think this response would help you cope with the
situation?
12. To what extent do you think this response would make you feel better in
the long run?
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Appendix D
Vignettes and Supportive Reactions Used in Study 2
In Study 2, participants were randomly presented with one of the four emotioninducing vignettes. These are presented separately below, each with four
supportive reactions tailored to the specific vignette.
Sadness
Vignette
You just received the news that one of your closest friends committed suicide.
Socio-Affective Support
I’m very sorry for your loss. You must feel devastated. What a horrible situation.
Cognitive Support
At least you know that this is what she wanted. Now, she no longer needs to suffer.
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
I’m very sorry for your loss. You must feel devastated. What a horrible situation.
At least you know that this is what she wanted. Now, she no longer needs to suffer.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
At least you know that this is what she wanted. Now, she no longer needs to suffer.
But I’m very sorry for your loss. You must feel devastated.
Anger
Vignette
Your colleague told you a personal secret in confidence. Now, your boss appears
to know about this secret, and your colleague wrongfully accuses you of having
passed it on. You never told anyone about the secret.
Socio-Affective Support
That must be very frustrating! I totally understand how you must feel. What an
unpleasant situation.
Cognitive Support
I’m sure that at some point, they will realize you didn’t tell anyone. And if not,
they will forget about it eventually.
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Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
That must be very frustrating! I totally understand how you must feel. What an
unpleasant situation. But I’m sure that at some point, they will realize you didn’t
tell anyone. And if not, they will forget about it eventually.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
I’m sure that at some point, they will realize you didn’t tell anyone. And if not,
they will forget about it eventually. But it must be very frustrating! I totally
understand how you must feel. What an unpleasant situation.
Regret
Vignette
After much deliberation, you decided not to join your friends on a holiday. Now
they have just returned, and it turns out they had the best time of their lives.
Socio-Affective Support
That’s a shame; I totally understand how you must feel.
Cognitive Support
I’m sure there will be other opportunities. Now you know you should just come
along next time!
Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
That’s a shame; I totally understand how you must feel. Though I’m sure there
will be other opportunities. Now you know you should just come along next time!
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
I’m sure there will be other opportunities. Now you know you should just come
along next time! But it’s a shame; I totally understand how you must feel.
Worry
Vignette
You recently discovered an odd-looking birthmark that suddenly appeared on
your back. The doctor seems concerned. He has referred you to a specialist to
check whether it’s skin cancer.
Socio-Affective Support
I’m sorry to hear that. I understand how you must feel. What a stressful situation.
Cognitive Support
Let’s just wait for the results, before we assume the worst. Maybe it’s just a benign
birthmark, after all, the chances are low that it’s something malicious.
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Socio-Affective + Cognitive Support
I’m sorry to hear that. I understand how you must feel. What a stressful situation.
But let’s just wait for the results, before we assume the worst. Maybe it’s just a
benign birthmark, after all, the chances are low that it’s something malicious.
Cognitive + Socio-Affective Support
Let’s just wait for the results, before we assume the worst. Maybe it’s just a benign
birthmark, after all, the chances are low that it’s something malicious. But I’m
sorry to hear that. I understand how you must feel. What a stressful situation.
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I Hear You (Not): Sharers’ Expressions and Listeners’ Inferences
of the Need for Support in Response to Negative Emotions

Summary
When in emotional distress, people often turn to others for support. Paradoxically,
even when people perceive social support to be beneficial, it often does not result in
emotional recovery. This paradox may be explained by the fact that the sharing process
disproportionately centers on support that is not helpful in the long run. A distinction
has been made between two types of support that are differentially effective: Whereas
socio-affective support alleviates momentary emotional distress, cognitive support
fosters long-term recovery. But can listeners tell what support the sharer needs? The
present study examines the hypothesis that sharers communicate their support goals
by sharing in such a way that it allows listeners to infer the sharer’s needs. In
Experiment 1, we manipulated participants’ support goals, and showed that socioaffective support goals led participants to express more emotions, whereas cognitive
support goals resulted in greater use of appraisals. In Experiments 2 and 3, we tested
whether these differential expressions would affect the support goals that listeners
inferred. We found no evidence for such an effect: Listeners consistently perceived the
sharer to predominantly want socio-affective support. These findings help explain why
many social sharing instances revolve around socio-affective support, leading to
subjectively experienced benefits, but not to genuine recovery.

This chapter is based on:
Pauw, L. S., Sauter, D. A., Van Kleef, G. A., & Fischer, A. H. (2019). I hear you not:
Sharers’ expressions and listeners’ inferences of the need for support in response to
negative emotions. Cognition and Emotion, 33(6), 1123-1149
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Introduction
When people are in emotional distress, they are strongly inclined to tell others
about their experience, a phenomenon termed social sharing (Rimé, 2009; Rimé et
al., 1998). Paradoxically, even though people believe social sharing to be very
beneficial, it often does not result in actual long-term emotional recovery (Zech &
Rimé, 2005). This discrepancy between the subjective benefits and actual objective
benefits may be explained by people not seeking and/or receiving the kind of
support that is best for them in the long run (see Rimé, 2009). Two primary types
of support have been distinguished: socio-affective and cognitive support. Socioaffective support includes comfort, validation, and understanding, while
cognitive support is directed at changing the way the other thinks about the
situation by recreating meaning and reappraisal (Rimé, 2009).
Previous research has found that individuals generally seek socio-affective
support (Duprez, Christophe, Rimé, Congard, & Antoine, 2014; Pauw, Sauter, Van
Kleef, & Fischer, 2018), which also seems to be the most normative and frequently
used response (Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé, & Verduyn, 2013; Liu et al., 2017;
Pauw, Sauter, Van Kleef, & Fischer, in press). However, repeatedly sharing one’s
emotions while only obtaining socio-affective support may be detrimental to
sharers’ emotional recovery. Whereas socio-affective support temporarily
alleviates emotional distress, cognitive support is more effective in bringing about
long-term recovery (e.g., Batenburg & Das, 2014; Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé, &
Verduyn, 2013; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Nils & Rimé,
2012; Rimé, 2009; but see also Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000). When support
seeking and provision are predominantly focused on socio-affective support,
sharing runs the risk of turning into a perpetual process of co-rumination (Curci
& Rimé, 2012). Co-rumination involves frequently discussing problems together
and dwelling on negative emotions, and has been found to predict greater
friendship quality, but also depression and inadequate emotional adjustment (e.g.,
Rose, Carlson, & Waller, 2007). While socio-affective support thus yields shortterm benefits and fosters interpersonal closeness, it does not help the sharer
change the way they look at the situation. The role of receptive others has also
been highlighted in research on coping with bereavement, cancer, and other life
crises, where responsiveness appears key to engendering benefits of sharing
(Stanton et al., 2000). Importantly, the provision of another (e.g., more positive)
perspective is considered a crucial element for facilitating recovery (e.g., Lepore &
Helgeson, 1998; Lepore & Revenson, 2007; Lepore, Silver, Wortman, & Wayment,
1996). Merely focusing on the negative emotional experience, whether by oneself
or with others, continues to elicit negative emotions, and thus the need to share,
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thereby impeding long-term emotional recovery (Curci & Rimé, 2012; Stanton et
al., 2000).
It is possible that sharers play a role in the outcome of the sharing process by
over-emphasizing their socio-affective support needs. While a considerable body
of research has investigated the effectiveness of social sharing and different types
of support (e.g., Rimé, 2009), very little is known about how support is brought
about. The aim of the present chapter was twofold: First, we examined the
hypothesis that sharers express their emotions differently depending on the type
of support that they seek (Study 1). Second, we studied whether listeners in turn
pick up on these cues to infer the sharers’ support goals (Studies 2 and 3).
Communicating Support Goals Through Social Sharing
Theory and research suggest that expressing one’s emotions is a way of
communicating one’s needs, desires, and goals to others (Fridlund, 1994; Keltner
& Haidt, 1999; Van Kleef, Van Doorn, Heerdink, & Koning, 2011). It follows that
sharers may express their emotions differently depending on the type of support
they seek. People’s emotional and situational goals shape the emotion regulation
strategies they use to obtain these goals (e.g. English, Lee, John, & Gross, 2017;
Tamir & Millgram, 2017). Drawing upon such instrumental accounts of emotion
regulation, we propose that different support goals are reflected in different ways
of conveying an emotional story. For example, sharers may emphasize their
sadness when seeking socio-affective support, whereas they may focus more on
features of the upsetting situation if they are hoping that the listener will help
reappraise it. Listeners, in turn, may infer these goals from sharers’ emotional
expressions and respond accordingly.
In line with this reasoning, Horowitz and colleagues (2001) showed how
support goals are implied by the way in which a problem is framed or
communicated. They presented participants (‘listeners’) with an emotional
situation framed with a focus on the sharer’s inability to cope (“I don’t know what
to do”) or on the sharer’s feelings (“I feel awful”). They found that framing focused
on coping elicited problem-focused supportive reactions, whereas framing
focused on emotions elicited emotion-focused supportive responses. Further
studies support the idea that different support-seeking behaviors elicit different
kinds of support (see Barbee & Cunningham, 1995). For example, sharing one’s
emotional state has been found to be associated with greater overall support
provision (Liu et al., 2017). Furthermore, more direct support-seeking behaviors
such as talking about one’s feelings or crying are reciprocated with more
comforting and problem-focused support provision, whereas more indirect
support-seeking behaviors such as sighing or hinting at the problem elicit more

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 60

Communicating Support Needs | 61

avoidant responses like the listener dismissing or avoiding the problem (Derlega
et al., 2003; Hendriks, Croon, & Vingerhoets, 2008).
These past studies suggest that different support-seeking behaviors reflect
different support goals, and are likely to elicit contingent responses. However,
these studies do not tell us whether individuals do in fact express their emotions
differently depending on their support goals. In one study, Trees (2005) directly
examined the relationship between desired support and emotional expressions
among young adults. She found that both emotion and problem-focused support
goals were associated with greater vocal fluency and disclosure of feelings, but
not of details about the problem itself. Yet, instead of picking up on these signals,
the adolescents’ mothers relied on non-verbal cues, which did not vary as a
function of support goals. However, the relative frequency of the different
support-seeking behaviors was never compared directly between the two
different support goals.
Taken together, previous research suggests that sharers communicate their
support goals to listeners via different support-seeking behaviors, including
emotional expressions. Support seekers could thus carry partial responsibility for
the effectiveness of the sharing outcome: By differentially expressing themselves,
sharers may bring about the support that they desire, which will likely be socioaffective in nature. Given the overall desirability yet limited effectiveness of socioaffective support, this would help explain why sharers overall perceive sharing to
be beneficial, despite the absence of long-term emotional recovery (Zech & Rimé,
2005).
Overview of Present Research
Studies to date that have examined how support-seeking behavior affects
support provision have not directly compared socio-affective and cognitive
support. Furthermore, previous work has focused mainly on the effects of
emotional expressions and support seeking behaviors on listeners’ responses.
However, almost no studies have tested whether and why sharers differentially
express themselves to begin with, and whether listeners are capable of inferring
the expresser’s support needs based on their emotional expressions (see Trees,
2005 for an exception).
The present set of studies aimed to experimentally test these sharing dynamics.
First, by experimentally manipulating support goals, Study 1 tested the effect of
support goals on sharers’ emotional expressions. Participants shared an emotional
event as if they were video calling with a friend online; their stories were
transcribed and then coded for their use of emotions and appraisals. Studies 2 and
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3 built on these findings, testing the impact of the differential expressions
observed in Study 1 on the support goals inferred by listeners.8

Study 1
Study 1 was set up to test the idea that sharers’ support goals drive the way
they express themselves. Firstly, we hypothesized that when individuals seek
socio-affective support, they focus more on their emotions when talking about the
situation. Expressing emotions should elicit socio-affective support, as it evokes
empathy in the listener (Hendriks, Croon, et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2017; Trobst,
Collins, & Embree, 1994). Complementing this work, emotion suppression has
been associated with reduced social support (for a meta-analysis see Chervonsky
& Hunt, 2017). Furthermore, there is evidence suggesting that people display
sadness to elicit support (Von Culin et al., 2017; Zeman & Shipman, 1996),
suggesting that sharers have an (explicit or implicit) awareness of the
consequences of expressing their emotions.
We further hypothesized that when seeking cognitive support, sharers express
more how they think about the situation (i.e., appraisals). Communicating
appraisals (i.e., cognitive evaluations or interpretations of the emotion-eliciting
event) should facilitate the elicitation of cognitive support, as it provides the
listener with a perspective to reappraise. Furthermore, by more indirectly
conveying how one feels about the situation, sharers may seem less emotional,
which could also foster more cognitive responses. Research on intrapersonal
emotion regulation has shown that individuals choose to engage in more cognitive
forms of emotion regulation (i.e., reappraisal) when emotional intensity is
relatively low (Sheppes et al., 2014). Similarly, listeners also provide less cognitive
support in response to sharers as a function of higher emotional intensity
(Christophe & Rimé, 1997; Rimé, 2009).
To examine whether individuals express their emotions differently depending
on the type of support that they seek, we asked participants to share an emotional
event to a camera, as if they were video calling with a friend. Beforehand, we
manipulated their support goals by means of a bogus article on the relative
effectiveness of either socio-affective or cognitive support. The participants were
then instructed to share their emotions such that they were seeking socio-affective
or cognitive support, depending on the condition. In the control condition,
participants read a text about the effectiveness of social sharing in general; they
did not receive any further instructions before sharing. Our hypotheses were
All study protocols were approved by the local ethics committee of the Department of Psychology of
the University of Amsterdam.
8
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twofold. First, we predicted that those who were instructed to seek socio-affective
support would express more emotions when sharing, both compared to those
seeking cognitive support and to those seeking no specific type of support.
Second, we predicted that those seeking cognitive support would use more
appraisals compared to those seeking socio-affective support and those seeking
no specific type of support.

Method
Participants and Procedure
A total of 187 participants (76% female), with a mean age of 22.4 (SD = 5.3),
ranging from 18 to 59, took part in this study.9 Participants were recruited via the
university lab website, and were compensated with research credits or money.
Upon arrival in the lab, participants signed an informed consent form. Participants
were told that they would be sharing a personal story with a friend as if they were
having a video call. To get acquainted with the procedure, they first completed a
practice session of maximally three minutes in which they were asked to greet
their friend and tell them about their day. During the practice session, the
experimenter was present to ensure participants understood the instructions.
Next, participants read a bogus article about the effectiveness of socio-affective
support, cognitive support, or mere sharing, depending on the assigned support
goal condition. After recalling a personal event that made them feel worried, they
were asked to continue the supposed video call. The instructions varied
depending on the assigned goal condition. Participants shared their story
relatively anonymously: They called in the experimenter to start and stop the
camera, and were told that the experimenter would never get to see their video,
but only the anonymous transcripts. Afterwards, participants filled out
questionnaires on their support goals, their understanding of the article, the event
they had shared, the person they had imagined sharing with, and some
demographic information.10 At the end of the study, participants were asked about
The current sample was drawn from a total sample size of 299 participants. Originally, a total of 311
individuals participated in this study. Of these 311 participants, 18 participants were excluded from our
analyses for the following reasons: Two participants did not speak Dutch; four participants did not
successfully recall an emotional event to discuss; eight participants did not want to be recorded on
camera; four did not follow instructions (e.g. did not share an event). Due to a programming error, the
remaining 299 participants included three times as many participants in the cognitive support goal
condition compared to the other two conditions. Therefore, we drew a random subset of the cognitive
goal condition so that the sample size would match those of the other two conditions.
10 We additionally measured self-reported experienced and expressed emotional intensity. These
findings go beyond the scope of this chapter, but are available from the first author upon request. For
exploratory reasons, we also included the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire among a subset of the
sample that we additionally ran after discovering our programming error. This measure was therefore
only administered among those in the socio-affective support goal and control condition, and is
therefore not examined in the present study.
9
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suspicions regarding the nature of the experiment, and could leave their e-mail
address if they wished to receive a debriefing once data collection had been
completed. In total, the study took approximately 20 minutes.
Materials
Emotion recall
Participants were asked to think back at a situation in their lives in which they
were worried about a relationship ending or potentially losing someone. In order
to stimulate participants to think of relatively similar events, we suggested (but
did not limit them to) thinking about a bad period in a romantic relationship, a
good friend or family member with whom they had had an argument, or a close
friend or family member moving away. They were instructed to fully immerse
themselves in the situation. Indeed, most frequently described topics included a
large variety of romantic relationship issues (e.g., cheating, break-ups, or doubts),
health issues of close others (illness, sometimes death), arguments with friends or
family, close others moving, and broken relationships. These issues indeed evoked
feelings of worry (M = 45.70, SD = 32.45), doubt (M = 42.48, SD = 30.00), and
anxiety (M = 31.68, SD = 29.29), but also a high degree of sadness (M = 58.27, SD
= 25.49), frustration (M = 45.99, SD = 30.81), and anger (M = 34.02, SD = 29.87).
Further details on the relative comparisons are provided in the Supplemental
Materials (Supplement 3.2.1).
Support goal manipulation
We manipulated participants’ support goals in two ways: First, participants read
a fake article that described a study investigating the effects of sharing negative
emotions with others. Depending on the condition, the article described emotional
recovery being aided by either socio-affective or cognitive support. In the control
condition, the article merely described how sharing one’s emotions with others
brought about emotional recovery (see Supplement 3.1.1 for English translations
of these articles). Indeed, the articles affected participants’ beliefs about the
effectiveness of the two types of support in the intended way (see Supplement
3.2.1 for details on the manipulation check). Second, in the experimental
conditions, participants were subsequently explicitly instructed to share their
emotional story with their imagined friend while seeking the target type of
support in the following way:
“Previous research shows that people who feel upset are best helped
by a dissenting opinion and a different perspective [comfort and
empathy]. However, there is very little known about what people do to
acquire that dissenting opinion and different perspective [comfort and
empathy] from others. To gain more insight into this, we would now
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like to ask you to share an emotional event in such a way that you think
you stand the biggest chance that your conversation partner will
provide a dissenting opinion and a different perspective [comfort and
empathy].”
In the control condition, participants were simply instructed to share their story:
“Previous research shows that people who feel upset benefit from
talking about this with others. However, little is known about what
people tell exactly. To gain more insight into this, we would now like
to ask you to share an emotional event.”
See Supplement 3.1.2 for more details on the additional instructions.
Manipulation check: Self-reported support goals
By way of a more conservative manipulation check, we asked participants to what
extent they had been seeking socio-affective and cognitive support. We used 20
items of the Social Sharing Motives Scale, adapted to the current study (Duprez et
al., 2014). A parallel analysis (see Russell, 2002; or Reise, Waller, & Comrey, 2000)
suggested a three-factor solution. Consequently, an exploratory factor analysis
using promax rotation restricted to three factors yielded eight items loading onto
a first factor tapping into Cognitive Support Goals (α = .91). These items were all
focused on obtaining a different perspective (e.g., “When sharing my experience
with my (imagined) friend, I wanted to learn their perspective on the situation”).
Six items loaded onto a second factor constituting Socio-Affective Support Goals
(α = .87), with an example item being “When sharing my experience with my
(imagined) friend, I wanted to feel I could rely on someone”. Finally, five items
loaded on a third factor, tapping into Clarification and Meaning. Given that we
wanted to assess the effectiveness of our manipulation of socio-affective and
cognitive support goals (with a specific focus on reappraisal), we dropped the
third factor from our analyses (see Supplement 3.2.1 for more details on the scale
construction process). All items were rated on a 100-point slider ranging from 0
(not at all) to 100 (very much).
Emotional expressions
All emotional stories were transcribed by a naïve research assistant and
anonymized. Given that existing text analysis programs such as LIWC
(Pennebaker, Boyd, Jordan, & Blackburn, 2015) code broad affective categories
based on individual words, we opted to directly code the frequency of emotion
terms, appraisals, and explicit requests for the other’s opinion (see Supplement
3.1.3 for the complete coding scheme; Fischer, Feldkamp, & Sauter, 2018). Four
coders were trained to code the data, and 10% of the original material was coded
by all coders to calculate inter-rater reliability. Following Hallgren’s guidelines
(2012), inter-rater reliability was assessed using a two-way mixed, absolute
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agreement, single-measures intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC; McGraw &
Wong, 1996) to assess the degree to which coders agreed upon the frequency of
each category across subjects. See Table 1 for the coded (sub)categories and
associated ICCs. The remaining texts were coded by one of the four coders.
Table 1
Mean (M) Frequencies and Standard Deviations (SD) of the Coded Affective Expressions, including InterRater Reliability Reflected by Two-Way Mixed, Absolute Agreement, Single-Measures Intra-Class
Correlation Coefficients (ICC)

Word Category

M (SD)

Emotion Terms

ICC
.75

Specific Emotion Terms

2.09 (2.32)

.77

Valence-Only Emotion Terms

0.73 (1.12)

.72

Appraisals

.88
Appraisal Unpleasant

3.19 (2.36)

.87

Appraisal Pleasant

1.32 (1.86)

.81

Appraisal Unexpected

0.66 (1.36)

.75

Appraisal Unfair

0.76 (1.41)

.70

Appraisal Low Coping

3.21 (3.13)

.82

0.34 (0.87)

.90

187

30

Emotion Regulation Strategies
Request for Other's View
N

Note. According to Cicchetti’s (1994) guidelines, inter-rater reliability is considered fair for ICC
values between .40 and .59, good for values between .60 and .74, and excellent for values between
.75 and 1.00.

Emotion terms were comprised of two subcategories: specific emotion terms
referring to one’s own specific affective state (e.g. “I feel sad”), and valence-only
emotion terms referring more generically to one’s affective state in terms of
valence (e.g. “I feel bad”). Their combined ICC was .75, reflecting good inter-rater
reliability. Appraisals (ICC = .88) were based on Scherer (1997) and included
appraisals regarding the (un)pleasantness of the situation (e.g. “Something very
bad happened”), the unexpectedness of the situation (e.g. “I really didn’t see this
coming”), (low) coping potential (e.g. “I don’t know what to do”) and unfairness
(e.g. “I found it so disrespectful”).11 Finally, we exploratorily also coded explicit
requests for the other’s opinion, referring to any attempt to actively involve the

As part of emotion terms, we additionally coded emotion-related actions referring to the self, as well
as other-related emotions (see Supplement 3.1.3). Furthermore, we also coded appraisals relating to
expectedness, fairness, and high coping potential. However, due to too low inter-rater reliability, these
subcategories were not included in our analyses.
11
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imagined conversational partner and ask for an emotional response, advice, their
view or experience (e.g. “What do you think about this situation?”; ICC = .90).12

Results
Manipulation Check: Self-Reported Support Goals
To test whether participants reported differential support goals depending on
their assigned support goal condition, we conducted a mixed ANOVA with
Support Goal Condition (socio-affective support vs. cognitive support vs. control
condition) as a between-subjects variable and Self-Reported Goal Type (selfreported goal to receive socio-affective vs. cognitive support) as a within-subjects
factor (see Table 2 for all means and standard deviations).
There was a main effect of Self-Reported Goal Type (F[1, 184] = 29.09, p < .001,
ηp2 = .14), indicating that overall, participants reported a stronger goal to obtain
socio-affective compared to cognitive support. Furthermore, there was a main
effect of Support Goal Condition (F[2, 184] = 4.95, p = .008, ηp2 = .05), qualified by
a significant interaction between Support Goal Condition and Self-Reported Goal
Type (F[2, 184] = 4.40, p = .014, ηp2 = .05). Contrary to our expectations, the support
goal manipulation did not significantly affect participants’ self-reported goal to
seek socio-affective support, F(2, 184) = 1.95, p = .145, ηp2 = .02. However, the
support goal manipulation did successfully affect participants’ self-reported goal
to seek cognitive support, F(2, 184) = 7.76, p = .001, ηp2 = .08. As expected,
Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons showed that those who were in the
cognitive support goal condition reported higher motivation to obtain cognitive
support compared to those in the socio-affective goal condition (p = .006) and those
in the control condition (p = .001). Taken together, the manipulation was thus
partially successful: While we did not succeed in manipulating participants’ goal
to receive socio-affective support, we were able to successfully up-regulate
participants’ goal to obtain cognitive support in the cognitive support goal
condition.

We additionally coded several emotion regulation strategies, namely suppression, reappraisal,
distraction, and explicit requests for the other’s opinion. For the purposes of the present study, we were
only interested in emotion regulation strategies employed while sharing. The only current emotion
regulation that could be reliably coded was explicit requests for the other’s opinion. We point the
interested reader to Supplement 3.1.3 for discussion of the other categories that were not used in the
current study.
12
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Table 2
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Self-Reported Goals to Obtain Socio-Affective (SA) and
Cognitive (C) Support per Support Goal Condition

Support Goal Condition
SA goal

C goal

Control

Total

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Socio-Affective Support (SA)

66.62
(20.37)1 a

66.43
(17.75)1 a

60.50
(20.63)1 a

64.53
(19.72)a

Cognitive Support (C)

53.16
(21.94)1 b

64.01
(13.75)2 a

51.62
(20.90)1 b

56.31
(19.87)b

62

63

62

187

Self-Reported Goals

N

Note. Numeric superscripts (123) refer to comparisons between different goal conditions, within
one dependent measure (i.e., horizontal comparisons). Letter superscripts (abc) refer to
comparisons between self-reported socio-affective and cognitive support goals (i.e., vertical
comparisons). Shared superscripts indicate the absence of a statistical difference based on
Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons (i.e., p > .05

Main Analysis: Effect of Support Goals on Emotional Expressions
To test our hypothesis that support goals have a significant effect on the use of
emotion and appraisal terms, we conducted a MANOVA with Support Goal
Condition (socio-affective support vs. cognitive support vs. control condition) as
a predictor of emotion and appraisal terms. However, as participants’ total
number of words was significantly associated with the frequency of emotion terms
(r = .40, p < .001) and appraisals (r = .50, p < .001), proportionalized frequency
scores were used in all further analyses.
There was an overall effect of Support Goal Condition, F(4, 368) = 4.06, p = .003,
2
ηp = .04. Support goals exerted a significant main effect on expressed emotion
terms, F(2, 184) = 3.13, p = .046, ηp2 = .03. Bonferroni-corrected pairwise
comparisons revealed that those in the socio-affective support goal condition
expressed relatively more emotions than those in the cognitive goal condition (p =
.035), but not more than those in the control condition (p = .413). In terms of
appraisals, Support Goal exerted a significant main effect on use of appraisals, F(2,
184) = 5.05, p = .007, ηp2 = .05. As predicted, those in the cognitive goal condition
expressed relatively more appraisals than those in the socio-affective goal
condition (p = .006). They did not, however, express relatively more appraisals
compared to those in the control condition (p = .101; see Table 3 for all means and
standard deviations).
We exploratorily examined whether explicit requests for the other’s view may
depend on the type of support that the sharer seeks. Therefore, an ANOVA was
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conducted with Support Goal Condition on explicit requests for the other’s view.13
This revealed a significant main effect of Support Goal, F(2, 184) = 12.94, p < .001,
ηp2 = .12. Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons indicated that those in the
cognitive support goal condition made more explicit requests for the other’s view
compared to those in the socio-affective support goal condition (p = .002) and those
in the control condition (p < .001). The latter two groups did not differ (p = .383).
Table 3
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of the Frequency of Emotion Terms, Appraisals, and Explicit
Requests for the Other’s View, Separate for the Socio-Affective (SA) Support Goal, Cognitive (C) Support
Goal and Control Condition

Goal Condition
SA goal

C goal

Control

Total

M(SD)

M(SD)

M(SD)

M(SD)

Emotions

3.34 (2.70)1

2.37 (2.56)2

2.74 (2.45)12

2.81 (2.59)

Appraisals

7.90 (4.81)1

9.70 (4.64)2

9.82 (4.67)12

9.14 (4.76)

Explicit Request

0.24 (0.53)1

0.75 (1.31)2

0.02 (0.13)1

0.34 (0.87)

62

63

62

187

N

Note. Numeric superscripts (123) refer to comparisons between different goal conditions, within
one dependent measure (i.e., horizontal comparisons). Shared superscripts indicate the absence
of a statistical difference based on Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons of the proportion
scores (i.e., p > .05).

Discussion
In Study 1, we investigated whether people express their emotions differently
depending on the type of support that they seek from the other. While we were
successful in manipulating participants’ beliefs about the effectiveness of both
types of support, we were not entirely successful in manipulating their support
goals. Specifically, participants reported an equally strong goal to receive socioaffective support across conditions. This finding fits with previous research
showing that individuals are consistently strongly inclined to seek socio-affective
support (see Pauw et al., 2018). We were, however, successful in up-regulating
participants’ goals to receive cognitive support – a goal that was overall less strong
than the motivation to receive socio-affective support.
Despite the only partially successful manipulation, both our hypotheses were
confirmed, albeit with modest effects. Those seeking socio-affective support used

The total number of words did not correlate with the number of explicit requests, r = .03, p = .651.
Therefore, unadjusted frequencies of explicit requests were used in the analyses. This yields the same
pattern of results as when proportionalized frequencies are used.
13
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more emotion terms, whereas those seeking cognitive support used more
appraisal terms. In both cases, participants in the control condition fell somewhere
in between. Finally, we exploratorily found that those who sought cognitive
support also made more explicit requests to hear the other’s view, compared to
those seeking socio-affective support and those in the control condition. These
requests included asking the listener for their opinion, feelings, thoughts, or
advice, which could be conducive to acquiring cognitive support.

Study 2
The question we sought to address in Study 2 was whether listeners infer
different support goals from sharers’ differential expressions. Establishing
listeners’ understanding of sharers’ needs is important, as it may shed light on
potential discrepancies between support needs and support provision, which may
impact both the perceived and actual effectiveness of social sharing. We therefore
examined whether listeners infer more socio-affective support seeking when
sharers express more emotions, and more cognitive support needs when sharers
use more appraisal terms. We conducted an online study in which participants
read two brief stories in which another person shared an emotional experience. In
these stories the emphasis on emotions, appraisals, or neither of these two was
manipulated. Participants were asked to infer the sharer’s need for socio-affective
and cognitive support.

Method
Participants
Sample size was determined based on the effect size observed in Study 1. Based
on the observed effect size of ηp2 = .03 (omnibus effect of goal condition on
emotional expressions) and the associated post-hoc power of .80, the current study
with a similar design required a sample of 189 participants. To allow for potential
dropouts, a total of two hundred participants were recruited online via MTurk.
No participants were excluded. The final sample of 200 participants (47% female)
had a mean age of 36.2 years (SD = 11.3), ranging from 20 to 73 years.
Procedure
Participants first signed informed consent online. After answering some
demographic questions, including a trick question, they were randomly presented
with the first out of two stories. They were asked to imagine catching up with a
friend whom they had not seen for a week and who told them the presented story.
After reading the first story, they were asked to indicate to what extent they
thought their friend had been looking for certain types of responses, which tapped
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into socio-affective and cognitive support. After answering several manipulation
check items regarding the focus of the story (see Supplement 3.2.2 for further
details), they read the second story and answered the same set of questions.
Finally, participants filled out some additional demographics and were debriefed.
In total, the study took 5 to 10 minutes to complete.
Materials
Emotional expressions
The emotional expressions were manipulated in the two stories (see Supplement
3.1.4 for the complete stories). One story was about the protagonist just having
discovered that her boyfriend had cheated on her. The other story described the
protagonist having recently been laid off unexpectedly. There were three versions
of each story. In the appraisal condition, the story included eight negative
appraisals of the depicted situation, referring to the unexpectedness of the
situation, its unpleasantness and unfairness, and the protagonist’s low coping
potential. The emotion condition included eight negative emotion terms that
corresponded to the eight appraisals. The emotions varied depending on the story,
but mostly described how shocked, angry, sad and helpless the protagonist felt.
Finally, in the control condition, the story was told in the exact same manner, but
without appraisals or emotions.
Inferred support goals
Inferred socio-affective and cognitive support goals were measured by asking
participants to rate to what extent they thought the protagonist wanted to receive
eight different types of supportive responses (Pauw et al., in press). Ratings were
made with a 100-point slider bar (0 = not at all, 100 = very much) and averaged
across both stories. As expected, a promax rotated factor analysis yielded two
factors: Socio-Affective Support (Story 1, α = .82; Story 2, α = .84) and Cognitive
Support (Story 1, α = .87; Story 2, α = .88; see Supplement 3.2.2 for all items and
their associated factor loadings).14 An example item of Socio-Affective Support is
wanting the other to “be empathic”. An example of Cognitive Support is wanting
the other to “help them look at the situation from a different perspective”.
Perceived severity and emotional distress
Exploratorily, participants also rated the perceived severity (i.e. “How severe do
you think the situation is?”), and perceived emotional distress (i.e. “How upset do
you think the person feels?”) using a 100-point slider bar (0 = not at all, 100 = very

One originally socio-affective support item (i.e. “to provide care”) did not differentiate between the
two types of support. Since the reliability significantly increased when removing this item for both
stories, we dropped this item.
14

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 71

72

| Chapter 3

much). We again averaged the ratings for both stories. We were interested to see
whether sharers’ expressions would impact listeners’ inferences about the sharers’
emotional state, as well as of the listeners’ own construal of the situation.
Furthermore, this allowed us to study whether perceived emotional distress and
severity may function as mediators of the potential effect of the sharers’
expressions on inferred support goals.

Results
Inferred Support Goals
To test our hypothesis that emotional expressions affect listeners’ inferences of
sharers’ support goals, we conducted a Repeated Measures ANOVA with
Emotional Expression (emotions vs. appraisals vs. control condition) as a betweensubjects factor, and Inferred Support Goal Type (inferred socio-affective and
cognitive support goals) as a within-subjects factor. Contrary to our hypotheses,
there was no main effect of Emotional Expression on inferred support goals (F[2,
197] = 0.43, p = .651, ηp2 < .01), nor was there an interaction effect between
Emotional Expression and Inferred Support Goal Type (F[2, 197] = 2.13, p = .121,
ηp2 = .02). There was, however, a significant main effect of Inferred Support Goal
Type (F[1, 197] = 276.22, p < .001, ηp2 = .58), indicating that participants inferred
protagonists to be seeking more socio-affective support than cognitive support
(see Table 4 for all means and standard deviations).15
Exploratory Analyses: Perceived Severity and Emotional Distress
We exploratorily tested whether the different conditions affected (1) how
severe participants perceived the event to be and (2) how emotionally upset they
perceived the protagonist to be. We conducted a MANOVA with Emotional
Expression condition as the predictor of perceived severity and emotional distress.
We did not find a significant omnibus effect of Emotional Expression, F(4, 394) =
0.99, p = .414, ηp2 = .01. Thus, regardless of how the story was told, participants
perceived the event to be equally severe, and believed the protagonist to be
equally distressed (see Table 4 for all means and standard deviations).

15

Conducting all analyses for the two stories separately yielded the same pattern of results.
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Table 4
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Emotional Intensity of the Protagonist, Perceived Severity of
the Event, and Inferred Socio-Affective and Cognitive Support Goals, including Number of Participants
(N) per Emotional Expression Condition, Study 2

Emotional Expression Condition
Emotions

Control

Total

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Emotional Intensity Protagonist

89.49
(15.07)1

90.81
(11.16)1

87.98
(12.31)1

89.44
(12.95)

Perceived Severity Participant

77.87
(17.27)1

78.36
(14.29)1

79.39
(15.07)1

78.54
(15.53)

Inferred Socio-Affective Support
Goals

86.03
(14.12)1

86.86
(12.85)1

84.83
(14.53)1

85.91
(13.80)a

Inferred Cognitive Support goals

57.38
(21.28)1

57.67
(23.90)1

62.92
(18.56)1

59.30
(21.42)b

67

67

66

200

N

Note. Numeric superscripts (123) refer to comparisons between different expression conditions,
within one dependent measure (i.e., horizontal comparisons). Letter superscripts (abc) refer to
comparisons between socio-affective and cognitive support goals (i.e., vertical comparison).
Shared superscripts indicate the absence of a statistical difference based on Bonferroni-corrected
pairwise comparisons (i.e., p > .05).

Furthermore, in order to gain a better understanding of the determinants of
inferred support goals, we exploratorily tested whether perceived severity and
emotional distress predicted inferred socio-affective and cognitive support goals.
Due to heteroscedasticity for inferred socio-affective and cognitive support goals,
we conducted two robust regression analyses with 2000 bootstrap samples. The
model predicting socio-affective support goals was significant, F(2, 197) = 53.26, p
< .001. Perceived emotional distress was a significant positive predictor of inferred
socio-affective support goals, B = 0.59, SE = 0.09, p < .001, 95% CI [0.42, 0.77],
whereas perceived severity was not, B = 0.05, SE = 0.08, p = .498, 95% CI [-0.10,
0.21]. The model predicting cognitive support goals was also significant, F(2, 197)
= 8.10, p < .001. However, unlike socio-affective support goals, inferred cognitive
support goals were positively predicted by perceived severity, B = 0.33, SE = 0.12,
p = .009, 95% CI [0.10, 0.58], but not by perceived emotional distress, B = 0.10, SE
= 0.13, p = .473, 95% CI [-0.18, 0.33]. It should be noted, however, that whereas the
findings for socio-affective support goals hold when conducting the analyses for
both stories separately, the findings for cognitive support goals do not and are
therefore not further interpreted (see Supplement 3.2.2 for more detailed
analyses). In sum, these results indicate that the more listeners perceive the sharer
to be in emotional distress, the more they think socio-affective support is desired.
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Discussion
This study was set up to test whether the different emotional expressions found
in Study 1 would affect what support goals sharing partners infer. Disconfirming
our hypotheses, we found no such effect. These null findings may be explained by
a ceiling effect: Regardless of the type of expression, across all stories the sharer
was perceived as extremely upset, and participants perceived the situation as very
severe. The impact of the situation and distress may thus have overridden any
potential effects of emotional expression. Independently of whether the situation
was described with more emotion or appraisal terms, participants inferred that
the sharer was mostly in need of socio-affective support. This may be explained
by the exploratory finding that the more emotionally distressed the sharer was
perceived to be, the more listeners assumed they were in need of socio-affective
support.

Study 3
To address the potential ceiling effect in Study 2, we conducted another study
with the same design, but using stories of lower emotional intensity. Furthermore,
following up on our exploratory observation in Study 1 that cognitive support
goals were associated with an increased use of explicit requests for the other
person’s view, we included an additional condition in which the sharer explicitly
requested the other person’s view to test whether this indeed was interpreted as
conveying a need for cognitive support.

Method
Participants and Procedure
Sample size was again determined based on a minimal effect size of interest
deduced from Study 1, which resulted in a required minimum group size of 216.
We requested 228 MTurk workers, to allow for dropouts. Four participants were
excluded because they failed the trick question at the beginning, and were thereby
directed to the end of the survey. This yielded a final sample of 224 participants
(54% male), with a mean age of 34.8 years (SD = 11.3), ranging from 18 to 68 years.
All participants signed informed consent online.
Materials
As in Study 2, participants were presented with two stories, told in different
ways depending on the experimental condition. These stories were similar to
those in Study 2, but we reduced the emotional intensity by inducing more
uncertainty with regard to the outcome of the situation (see Supplement 3.1.5 for
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the final stories). In addition to the emotion, appraisal and control condition, a
fourth condition was included. Like the control condition, these stories did not
include emotion words or appraisals, but instead three explicit requests for the
other person’s view. More specifically, the protagonist asked the listener directly
about their experience, feelings, and thoughts. We used the exact same measures
as in Study 2 (see Supplement 3.2.3 for details on the manipulation check).

Results
Inferred Support Goals
In order to test our hypothesis that emotional expressions would affect the
support goals that people infer, we conducted a Repeated Measures ANOVA with
Emotional Expression (emotion vs. appraisal vs. explicit request vs. control
condition) as between-subjects variable, and Inferred Support Goal Type (inferred
socio-affective and cognitive support goals) as a within-subjects variable. There
was no main effect of Emotional Expression on inferred support goals (F[3, 220] =
0.53, p = .661, ηp2 = .01). There was, however, a significant interaction between
Emotional Expression and Inferred Support Goal Type (F[3, 220] = 5.41, p = .001,
ηp2 = .07). Univariate tests showed that Emotional Expression exerted a simple
main effect on inferred socio-affective support goals, F(3, 220) = 3.12, p = .027, ηp2
= .04. Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons showed that the use of
appraisals led to stronger inferred socio-affective support goals compared to
explicitly requesting another perspective (p = .024). None of the other comparisons
were significant (see Table 5 for all means and standard deviations). Our
hypothesis that expressing emotions would lead to the inference of stronger socioaffective support goals was thus not supported. Furthermore, and contrary to our
hypothesis, Emotional Expression did not have a simple main effect on inferred
cognitive support goals, F(3, 220) = 1.49, p = .218, ηp2 = .02. Finally, replicating
Study 2, a significant main effect of Support Goal Type emerged, F(1, 220) = 160.56,
p < .001, ηp2 = .42. This strong effect indicated that participants again inferred the
protagonist to be seeking socio-affective support much more than cognitive
support.16
Perceived Severity and Emotional Distress
Like in Study 2, we conducted a MANOVA to test whether Emotional
Expression condition predicted perceived severity and emotional distress. We
found no significant omnibus effect of Emotional Expression, F(6, 440) = 1.84, p =
.092, ηp2 = 02. Thus, regardless of how the story was written, participants
All effects are similar across the two stories, except the significant interaction effect between Support
Goal Type and Emotional Expression Condition, which was only found for the infidelity story.
16
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perceived the event and protagonist’s distress to be equally severe (see Table 5 for
all means and standard deviations).
Table 5
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Perceived Emotional Distress and Perceived Severity,
including Number of Participants (N) per Emotional Expression Condition, Study 3

Emotional Expression Condition
Appraisals

Emotions

Control

Explicit
Request

Total

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Emotional Intensity
Protagonist

79.78
(13.86)1

78.89
(14.61)12

74.10
(16.54)12

71.68
(18.05)2

76.10
(16.11)

Perceived Severity
Participant

64.36
(16.81)1

62.73
(18.07)1

62.45
(18.52)1

61.83
(17.02)1

62.83
(17.52)

Inferred Socio-Affective
Support Goals

84.20
(13.79)1

80.73
(14.74)12

78.00
(17.39)12

75.54
(16.73)2

79.59
(15.96)a

Inferred Cognitive
Support Goals

61.60
(19.56)1

58.13
(21.11)1

63.72
(20.34)1

65.68
(18.76)1

62.28
(20.03)b

55

57

55

57

224

N

Note. Numeric superscripts (123) refer to comparisons between different expression conditions,
within one dependent measure (i.e., horizontal comparisons). Letter superscripts (abc) refer to
comparisons between socio-affective and cognitive support goals (i.e., vertical comparison).
Shared superscripts indicate the absence of a statistical difference based on Bonferroni-corrected
pairwise comparisons (i.e., p > .05).

Furthermore, we again conducted two robust regressions in which perceived
emotional distress and severity were entered as predictors of inferred socioaffective and cognitive support goals. We found that the model predicting socioaffective support goals was significant, F(2, 221) = 81.24, p < .001. Replicating
Study 2, perceived emotional distress was a significant positive predictor of
inferred socio-affective support goals (B = 0.59, SE = 0.07, p < .001, 95% CI [0.46,
0.72]), whereas perceived severity was not (B = 0.09, SE = 0.06, p = .110, 95% CI [0.02, 0.19]). The model predicting cognitive support goals was also significant, F(2,
221) = 25.55, p < .001. Replicating Study 2, perceived severity was a significant
positive predictor of inferred cognitive support goals (B = 0.41, SE = 0.08, p < .001,
CI [0.25, 0.57]). Perceived emotional distress was a marginally significant predictor
of inferred cognitive support goals (B = .16, SE = 0.08, p = .051, CI [-0.002, 0.31]). In
sum, greater perceived emotional distress again led participants to infer a greater
need for socio-affective support, whereas greater perceived severity of the
situation mostly led participants to infer a greater need for cognitive support (see
Supplement 3.2.3 for more details).
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Discussion
Study 3 was designed to overcome the ceiling effect we observed in Study 2,
which may have masked potential effects of emotional expressions. In Study 3, we
successfully reduced the overall emotional intensity of the described situations.
Furthermore, we added a fourth condition in which the sharer explicitly asked the
listener about their feelings and thoughts regarding the situation. However,
replicating Study 2, we found no effect of emotional expression: Independent of
how the story was told, participants overall inferred much stronger socio-affective
support goals than cognitive support goals. Further replicating Study 2, the more
emotionally distressed participants perceived the sharer to be, the more they
thought the sharer was seeking socio-affective support. Moreover, the more severe
the listener perceived the situation to be, the more they thought the sharer was in
need of cognitive support. The perception of the gravity of the sharer’s emotional
state thus seems a more important determinant of inferred support needs than
how the situation is conveyed.

General Discussion
Main Findings and Theoretical Implications
The aim of the present set of studies was firstly to investigate whether, when
sharing an emotional event with others, sharers communicate differently
depending on the kind of support they seek. To this end, we manipulated
participants’ support goals and subsequently asked them to share a personal
emotional event as if they were video calling with a friend (Study 1). In line with
our hypotheses, we found that individuals seeking socio-affective support used
more emotion terms, whereas those seeking cognitive support used more
appraisal terms. Study 2 followed up on these findings, testing whether these
differential expressions of emotion are also interpreted by naïve listeners as
conveying different support needs. Participants read stories emphasizing
emotions, appraisals, or neither. Contrary to our predictions, the way in which the
emotional story was written did not affect the inferred support goals. Across all
conditions, participants ascribed the sharer a very high degree of emotional
distress, which predicted a higher perceived need for socio-affective than
cognitive support. In Study 3 we replicated these findings using less emotionally
intense situations, discounting a ceiling effect as a potential alternative
explanation for the absence of significant effects in Study 2. Study 3 additionally
included a condition in which the sharer explicitly asked for the listener’s view;
this condition also failed to affect listeners’ perceptions of sharers’ support goals.
Together, the findings of both Study 2 and 3 thus suggest that emotions and
appraisals are interpreted as representing two sides of the same coin: expressing
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an emotional response to the situation. Indeed, a wealth of research suggests that
emotions and appraisals constitute two interrelated components of emotions and
that people can infer others’ emotional state on the basis of their appraisals of the
situation (e.g., Roseman, 1991; Scherer, 2005). These conclusions are corroborated
by the results of our manipulation check, which indicated that participants
interpreted stories using emotion words versus appraisals as describing how the
sharer thought and felt about the situation to the same degree (see Supplement
3.2.3), as well as the finding that communicating the story in different ways did
not affect listeners’ perception of the severity of the sharer’s situation.
In terms of our original research question, sharers thus seem to express
themselves differently depending on the type of support they seek. However,
listeners appear not to pick up on these cues even when these are quite explicit in
nature. Instead, and in line with findings by Trees (2005), regardless of how
sharers told their story, listeners always inferred that sharers sought socioaffective support to a much larger extent than cognitive support. Although this
bias rendered listeners insensitive to sharers’ cues, the general inference on the
part of the listeners may in fact be accurate: Sharers indeed reported wanting to
receive predominantly socio-affective support, which is in line with previous
research (Duprez et al., 2014; Pauw et al., 2018; Rimé, 2009). Sharers’ generally
high motivation to receive socio-affective support is understandable given the
immediate emotional relief and enhanced interpersonal closeness that socioaffective support can engender (e.g., Nils & Rimé, 2012). Although sharers may
sometimes desire cognitive support, socio-affective support is always appreciated,
thereby offering a safe default option for support providers (Pauw et al., 2018).
Furthermore, it allows for a relatively quick fix that saves support providers from
having to engage in more in-depth emotional processing and the associated
discomfort it may bring about in the providers themselves (see Rimé, 2009). Taken
together, our findings may partially explain the theorized and observed
predominance of socio-affective support in social sharing (Brans et al., 2013; Liu
et al., 2017, Pauw et al., in press; Rimé, 2009). As has previously been argued by
Rimé (2009), this preponderance may be driven both by sharers’ strong motivation
to seek socio-affective support, as well as listeners’ inclination to provide socioaffective support.
It thus seems that listeners are in fact likely to fulfill sharers’ needs, even in the
absence of effective communication of these needs. It may be that either by
projecting one’s own needs, or through learning from repeated sharing
interactions, listeners come to make the assumption that sharers generally seek
socio-affective support. However, when sharers do seek cognitive support, the
question is whether listeners will accurately infer this need. Our results point to
listeners failing to infer cognitive support goals from sharers’ use of appraisals.
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Particularly given the importance of cognitive support for long-term emotional
recovery (Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009), future studies are needed to establish
whether sharers may communicate these motives through other cues.
Though not what we had predicted, our finding that listeners are insensitive to
sharers’ cues does align with the results of a study by Trees (2005). This points to
the possibility that listeners may be basing their judgments on cues that are not
necessary indices of sharers’ support needs. Consistent with this idea, perceived
emotional distress was used by listeners to infer sharers’ need for socio-affective
support (Studies 2 and 3). We had originally predicted that the use of emotion
words would convey emotional distress, and thereby an understanding of the
sharers’ socio-affective support needs. Although our current findings do not fully
support this causal pathway, they suggest that the perception of distress prompts
listeners to assume a desire for socio-affective support. Taken together, these
observations point to a potential role of emotional intensity in shaping support
provision and hint at the possibility that support providers may rely primarily on
their own appraisals of the situation to guide their judgments of how the sharer
feels and what type of support they seek.
Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, the studies did not
examine actual sharing interactions. While high in experimental control, this
approach may have limited the extent to which sharers were actively seeking
support. However, the fact that sharers’ support goals were generally quite strong
and resistant to manipulation suggests that their behavior at least partially
reflected their natural way of sharing. A related criticism is that speaking in front
of a video camera (Study 1) may have made participants feel uncomfortable and
thereby less likely to disclose personal feelings. There are several reasons to
believe that this was not the case. First, a practice session was included to get
participants acquainted with the procedure. The experimenter was always present
during this session to ensure that participants were comfortable with the
procedure. Second, research suggests that anonymity fosters self-disclosure, as it
reduces the fear of evaluation and need for impression management (e.g., Lucas,
Gratch, King, & Morency, 2014). Thus, the experimental setting in Study 1 may in
fact have encouraged disclosure, by having participants share personal stories in
the absence of a listener. Finally, participants shared highly personal evens (e.g.,
break-ups, infidelity), and some participants became emotional to the point of
tears. We are thus confident that the video call approach elicited emotional sharing
behavior.
Finally, the current study focused on verbal expressions of emotion. Even
though social sharing primarily occurs through verbally relaying one’s emotional
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story, this is not to say that support seeking, as well as the ability to infer support
goals, may not additionally occur via non-verbal behaviors. To address the
shortcomings outlined above, future studies would benefit from studying a range
of cues occurring during real dyadic interactions in naturalistic settings.
Concluding Remarks
Taken together, the current findings support the idea that sharing interactions
too often revolve around socio-affective support seeking and provision (Rimé,
2009). Our findings suggest that sharers may not succeed in conveying their
cognitive support goals because listeners tend to infer a dominant need for socioaffective support, even when sharers explicitly ask others to provide a different
perspective. Unfortunately, socio-affective support in the absence of cognitive
support can engender a perpetual cycle, where the resulting relief and feelings of
closeness, as well as the unchanged appraisal of the situation, continue to fuel
sharing without aiding recovery (Curci & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). Thus, returning
to the paradox discussed in the general introduction, the current set of findings
helps explain both the short-term benefits that individuals experience when they
share, as well as the absence of long-term recovery by social sharing (Nils & Rimé,
2012; Zech & Rimé, 2005).
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Chapter 4
The Dynamics of Interpersonal Emotion Regulation: How
Sharers Elicit Desired (But Not Necessarily Helpful) Support
Summary
People frequently tell others about experiences that distress them, a phenomenon
termed social sharing. Paradoxically, although people perceive social sharing as
beneficial, it often fails to promote emotional recovery. This may be partially explained
by sharers seeking – and thereby eliciting – support that is not helpful in the long term.
Here, we examined the role that sharers themselves play in eliciting different forms of
support. Participants were randomly assigned to the role of sharer (who was asked to
discuss an upsetting situation) or listener (who was instructed to respond naturally).
Afterwards, both sharer and listener independently watched the interaction on video
in 20-second fragments. For each fragment, sharers rated their experienced emotional
intensity and socio-affective and cognitive support needs, while listeners rated their
perception of the sharer’s emotional intensity and their own support provision.
Emotional intensity was associated with an increase in sharers’ socio-affective support
needs and listeners' socio-affective support provision, but a decrease in cognitive
support provision. Moreover, the more accurately listeners judged sharers’ emotional
intensity, the more they fulfilled sharers’ socio-affective (but not cognitive) support
needs. These findings illuminate the role of sharers in shaping interpersonal emotion
regulation by clarifying how the way they communicate their needs and feelings
influences listeners’ support provision. Together with existing evidence that sharers
usually desire socio-affective support (which alleviates momentary distress, but does
not facilitate long-term recovery), these findings suggest that sharers elicit the support
they desire, explaining why they perceive sharing as beneficial although it does not
engender emotional recovery.

This chapter is based on:
Pauw, L. S., Sauter, D. A., Van Kleef, G. A., Sels, L., & Fischer, A. H. (in prep). The
dynamics of interpersonal emotion regulation: How sharers may elicit desired (but not
necessarily helpful) support. Manuscript in preparation.
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Introduction
When we experience emotional distress, we tend to share our experience with
others, a phenomenon termed social sharing (Rimé et al., 1992). Surprisingly,
despite people perceiving social sharing to be effective, it often does not lead to
long-term emotional recovery (Zech & Rimé, 2005). Whether or not sharing is
beneficial in the long run critically depends on the type of support that listeners
provide. Two types of support have been identified by Rimé (2009): Listeners may
provide socio-affective support, which includes providing comfort, care, and
validating the way the other feels. Alternatively, listeners might provide cognitive
support, which is directed at changing the way the other appraises the situation,
by, for example, providing a different perspective. Whereas socio-affective
support has been found to increase temporary feelings of closeness and perceived
benefits, cognitive support is generally more conducive to bringing about longterm emotional recovery (e.g., Batenburg & Das, 2014; Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé,
& Verduyn, 2013; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Nils &
Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009; but see also Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000).
Considering that emotional recovery in the aftermath of a distressing
experience depends in large part on the support people receive from others, it is
important to understand the determinants of support provision. One possibility is
that sharers themselves may play a role in eliciting the support that they desire.
Recent work suggests that sharers generally have a strong preference for socioaffective support, and listeners also have a strong tendency to provide socioaffective support (Duprez, Christophe, Rimé, Congard, & Antoine, 2014; Pauw,
Sauter, Van Kleef, & Fischer, in press, 2018). As a consequence, social sharing may
often revolve around socio-affective support provision, which could explain both
the immediate subjective benefits people experience when sharing (because social
support is comforting), and the absence of long-term recovery (Pauw et al., in
press; Rimé, 2009). However, while this research suggests that overall listeners
seem to provide socio-affective support, remarkably little is known about the
dynamics within a sharing interaction and how specific types of support are
elicited. Given the differential efficacy of socio-affective versus cognitive support
in aiding emotional recovery, this question is of central importance to our
understanding of when and why social sharing may be (in)effective.
In this chapter, we examined whether sharers can communicate their needs and
feelings such that they can bring about the support that they seek. Based on earlier
theorizing (Rimé, 2009), we investigated the possibility that sharers’ support needs
– and thereby also listeners’ support provision – are shaped by the level of
emotional distress they experience. High emotional intensity should increase
socio-affective support needs, but decrease cognitive support needs (Rimé, 2009).
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Building on this general idea, we conducted an interaction study to examine (1)
whether the intensity of sharers’ emotional distress predicts their support needs,
(2) whether and how sharers’ support needs shape listeners’ support provision,
and (3) whether the accuracy of listeners’ perceptions of sharers’ emotional
intensity facilitates the provision of support that is more closely aligned with
sharers’ needs.
Communicating Support Needs
When talking with others about an emotional experience, sharers may seek
different forms of support from listeners (Duprez et al., 2014). Importantly, for
listeners to recognize the sharer’s need for support, it is crucial that they (correctly)
identify the emotional state of the sharer (Reeck, Ames, & Ochsner, 2016). The
intensity of the sharer’s experienced emotions may drive their support needs. This
idea is reflected in Rimé’s (2009) theorizing that timing plays a crucial role in social
sharing. He argued that when the emotion-eliciting event happened recently,
emotional distress is likely to be relatively high. Consequently, the situation
would call for immediate buffering of the emotional distress through socioaffective support. However, as emotional intensity subsides over time, sharers
should become more open (i.e., have more cognitive resources available and be
more motivated) to engage in more elaborate cognitive processing. Rimé proposed
that cognitive support might thus be more desired and effective under relatively
low emotional intensity.
Indirect support for this idea comes from research on intrapersonal emotion
regulation. Emotional intensity has been found to strongly influence the
regulation strategies people choose to employ when regulating their own
emotions (Sheppes et al., 2014). When emotional intensity is high, people prefer
regulation strategies focused on disengaging from the emotionally upsetting
situation, such as suppression or distraction (Dixon-Gordon, Aldao, & De Los
Reyes, 2015; Sheppes et al., 2014; Sheppes, Scheibe, Suri, & Gross, 2011). While not
conducive to long-term recovery, these preferences are motivated by short-term
goals as they have the potential to yield immediate relief. In contrast, reappraisal
is a more cognitively demanding emotion regulation strategy (Sheppes, Catran, &
Meiran, 2009; Sheppes & Meiran, 2008). Yet by engaging with the emotional
situation, reappraisal allows for evaluating, processing, and remembering the
emotional information, thereby making the use of this strategy more motivated by
long-term recovery goals (Sheppes et al., 2014). When emotional intensity is low,
people are more inclined to engage in reappraisal (Kalokerinos, Résibois,
Verduyn, & Kuppens, 2017; Sheppes et al., 2014; Sheppes et al., 2011). Findings on
intrapersonal emotion regulation thus suggest that emotional intensity impacts
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the cognitive ability, as well as the motivation, to engage in different emotion
regulation strategies.
The question, then, is whether sharers can communicate their feelings and
support needs such that they can get a listener to provide support that matches
the kind of support they wish to receive. There is some work suggesting that
listeners can infer sharers' support needs from the way sharers describe
emotionally upsetting events. Horowitz and colleagues (Horowitz et al., 2001)
found that listeners picked up on support goals that are implied in differential
expressions: For example, the expression “I don’t know what to do” led listeners
to provide more problem-focused support, whereas “I feel awful” elicited more
emotion-focused support. Extending these findings, a recent study showed that
sharers indeed communicate their emotions differently depending on the type of
support they seek from the listener (Pauw, Sauter, Van Kleef, & Fischer, 2019).
Specifically, sharers expressed their emotions more directly when seeking socioaffective support, whereas when looking for cognitive support, they
communicated the way they evaluated the situation (i.e., appraisals). However,
listeners were insensitive to these cues (see Trees, 2005, for a similar conclusion)
and consistently assumed that sharers were seeking a high degree of socioaffective support – an assumption that in fact corresponded with sharers generally
having a very high desire for socio-affective support (see also Pauw et al., 2018).
These findings thus suggest that listeners may overall be fulfilling support
seekers’ (socio-affective) support needs, though potentially not as a result of
effective communication.
Yet, it should be noted that this latter set of studies (Pauw et al., 2019) did not
involve an actual sharing interaction. Instead, listeners were presented with
written stories from which listeners were asked to infer sharers’ support goals, but
did not actually provide support. Consequently, it might be that in an actual
sharing interaction, listeners are in fact competent in picking up on sharers’
fluctuating support needs. For example, sharers might express their support needs
through non-verbal channels, such as facial expressions, gaze, bodily movements,
or tone of voice (Keltner, Tracy, Sauter, Cordaro, & McNeil, 2016). While sharers
and listeners may be unaware of these potentially implicit cues, these cues might
still influence listeners’ behavior.
Sharers’ emotional expressions communicate relevant information about the
sharer, including not only their current emotional state, but also their needs, goals,
and motives (Fridlund, 1994; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Parkinson & Simons, 2012;
Van Kleef, 2009; Van Kleef et al., 2011). Indeed, there is some evidence that
listeners are able to extrapolate sharers’ support needs from the perceived
intensity of sharers’ emotions: Listeners judged sharers to be in greater need of
socio-affective support to the extent that they perceived the sharer to be in greater
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distress (Pauw et al., 2019). Speaking more directly to the impact of emotional
intensity on support provision, a survey conducted by Christophe and Rimé
(1997) revealed that when sharers discussed highly intense emotional situations,
listeners reported having provided more non-verbal comforting and less
reappraisal.
Given the potential role of emotional intensity in determining support needs as
well as support provision, it follows that the more accurately listeners judge
sharers’ emotional intensity levels, the better they should be able to provide
support that matches what the sharer is seeking. This proposition fits with the
general notion that empathic accuracy fosters behavior that is responsive to others’
needs (Reis & Patrick, 1996). Empathic accuracy has been defined as the degree to
which a listener accurately infers a sharer’s thoughts or feelings (Ickes, Stinson,
Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990), which should help the listener to understand what
the sharer needs. Indirectly supporting this idea, empathic accuracy has been
observed to relate to more constructive behaviors in supportive as well as conflict
interactions (Kilpatrick, Bissonnette, & Rusbult, 2002). Several studies, mostly
using laboratory-based couple interactions, have found that greater empathic
accuracy was associated with increased instrumental support provision and
decreased negative support behaviors (Howland, 2016; Verhofstadt et al., 2016;
Verhofstadt, Buysse, Ickes, Davis, & Devoldre, 2008). Recently, another study
showed that greater empathic accuracy facilitated socio-affective support
provision, though only to the extent that listeners were empathically concerned
and thus motivated to help the sharer (Winczewski, Bowen, & Collins, 2016).
Taken together, these studies suggest that greater empathic accuracy fosters the
provision of support that is generally considered responsive or constructive.
Importantly, however, these studies did not assess the extent to which the
provided support corresponded with the kind of support that the sharer was
seeking. Whether accurately inferring sharers’ feelings facilitates the provision of
support that is actually responsive to sharers’ needs is thus a question that remains
to be empirically tested.
The Present Study
Previous research suggests that sharers are strongly inclined to seek socioaffective support when sharing their emotions with others – a type of support they
are also likely to receive. Yet so far, it is unclear what role sharers may have in
eliciting different forms of support. It is also possible that listeners’ previously
observed support provision was based on a general assumption that sharers seek
socio-affective support (see Pauw et al., 2019). The present study was designed to
examine whether sharers communicate their feelings and support needs in such a
way that they may bring about the type of support that they seek. Given the
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overall desirability yet limited effectiveness of socio-affective support, this could
help explain why sharers generally perceive sharing to be beneficial, despite the
absence of long-term emotional recovery (Zech & Rimé, 2005).
The current study thus aimed to gain a better understanding of how different
kinds of social support are brought about. More specifically, our aim was threefold: First, we tested the prediction that greater emotional intensity would increase
socio-affective support needs, and decrease cognitive support needs. Second, we
wanted to examine to what extent sharers’ socio-affective and cognitive support
needs drive listeners’ corresponding support provision throughout an actual
interaction. Finally, based on the predicted role of emotional intensity in
determining both support needs as well as support provision, we tested the
hypothesis that greater empathic accuracy, defined as accurately inferring
emotional intensity levels, promotes support provision that is more tailored to
sharers’ needs.
To test these predictions, we paired 104 participants with another participant
who they did not know, and randomly assigned them the role of sharer or listener
(N = 104 dyads). Each dyad engaged in an 8-minute sharing interaction in which
the sharer told the listener about an emotional event that still upset them, while
the listener was instructed to respond naturally. Afterwards, both individuals
separately watched a video of the interaction in fragments of 20 seconds. After
each segment of 20 seconds, sharers rated their experienced emotional intensity and
socio-affective and cognitive support needs, whereas listeners rated their perception
of the sharer’s emotional intensity, as well as their own support provision for each
fragment. This is the first study assessing the role of emotional intensity in shaping
support needs and support provision in an actual dynamic sharing interaction.
This allowed us to examine whether sharers can communicate their feelings and
support needs such that they shape listeners’ support provision.17

Method
Participants
We aimed for a sample of 100 dyads, given that this is a common sample size
used for dyadic data analyses (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). A total of 208
participants (Mage = 22.9, SD = 6.5; 70% female) were recruited via the University
of Amsterdam. Participants were randomly paired with another, same-sex
participant. We opted for same-sex dyads to reduce the likelihood of sexual
attraction impacting participants’ behavior (e.g., impression management).

The study protocol was approved by the local ethics committee of the Department of Psychology of
the University of Amsterdam.
17
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Participants did not know each other before participating.18 The reason for
forming dyads of strangers rather than friends or couples was that this helped rule
out any impact of previous relationship dynamics, including existing expectations
and habitual patterns (see the Discussion for elaboration). For one dyad, audio
was not successfully recorded during the interaction, leading to incomplete data;
this dyad was excluded from data analyses. Participation took approximately one
hour, and participants were compensated with 10 euros or course credits.
Procedure
Once both participants had arrived at the laboratory, the experimenter briefly
explained the procedure, after which participants were randomly assigned to the
role of sharer or listener. Furthermore, participant pairs were alternately allocated
to one of two different emotion conditions, which were included in order to create
variance in support needs. Previous research suggested that different emotions
are associated with different support preferences: Whereas anger is related to a
strong preference for socio-effective support, worry is associated with a desire for
both socio-affective and cognitive support (Pauw et al., 2018).19
The sharer was led to a private cubicle, where they were asked to sign the
informed consent form, read the role-specific instructions, recall an emotional
experience, and answer questions about demographics, their mood, and the
event.20
The listener was led to their cubicle to read instructions and answer questions
about demographics and their current mood. When finished, the participants
called the experimenter who led them to a cozy, furnished room where the
interaction would take place. They were seated in comfortable chairs, facing each
other with a 90° angle across a small coffee table. We chose this spatial
arrangement for the same reason that it is generally advised for therapy sessions:

To verify whether participants were indeed unacquainted, we asked participants to rate the extent to
which they knew each other on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very well). While 98 dyads indicated
not knowing one another at all, three dyads knew each other somewhat (a score of 2 on 7-point scale),
and one dyad knew each other very well (7 on 7-point scale). Exclusion of these four dyads yielded the
same results for all reported analyses.
19 Indeed, replicating prior work (Pauw et al., 2018), we found that whereas participants experienced an
overall equally high desire for socio-affective support across emotion conditions (Manger = 43.48, SD =
19.25; Mworry = 41.65, SD = 20.57; t[100] = 0.81, p = .422), those in the worry condition experienced a
higher need for cognitive support (M = 38.87, SD = 18.55) compared to those in the anger condition (M
= 27.05, SD = 19.35, t[100] = 3.15, p = .002). Given that the emotion condition was not central to our
research question, we did not include this variable in our main analyses. Additional analyses are
available upon request.
20 We also measured sharers’ overall support needs before the interaction. However, because we wanted
to examine sharers’ fluctuating support needs throughout the interaction, these overall ratings were not
used in the present study. They are, however, available upon request.
18
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It allows the client (here the sharer) to avoid eye contact, while both conversational
partners are still directed towards one another (Vrolijk, 1991).
In order to get used to the setting and get comfortable, the participants first
played an icebreaker task. This task consisted of discussing amusing,
unreasonable dilemmas (e.g., “Gain 25 kilos that will last forever, or go to jail for
two years”). After five minutes, the experimenter returned to the discussion room,
briefly clarified the procedure for the sharing situation and turned on the camera.
More specifically, the experimenter explained that the sharer would share a
personal story, to which the listener was instructed to respond as naturally as
possible. After the experimenter left the room, a buzzer sounded that signified the
beginning of the conversation. During the interaction, the participants were
recorded from three different angles. Two remote-controllable cameras attached
to the walls were directed at one participant each, of which the footage was
combined (using Black Media Express software) into split-screen recordings
showing both participants’ full bodies. Furthermore, a frontal tripod camera
recorded the entire scene.21 After eight minutes, the same buzzer signaled the end
of the conversation. After giving the participants one additional minute to finish
their conversation, the experimenter returned to the discussion room and
switched off the camera. Participants were led back to their separate cubicles to
finish the rest of the experiment individually.
Participants first filled out several questions regarding the interaction (using
Qualtrics). When finished, they called the experimenter, who started up the videomediated recall (VMR) procedure (using Presentation). To ensure that participants
fully understood the procedure, we first administered a trial session in which
participants watched the first fragment of their conversation and answered
questions about the sharer’s emotional intensity and, depending on their role,
their own socio-affective and cognitive support needs (sharers) or support provision
(listeners). Next, participants watched their entire conversation on video, paused
at 20-s intervals. This interval was chosen based on a pilot study as well as
previous research indicating that intervals shorter than 20 seconds yield
redundant information (Halford & Sanders, 1990; Welsh & Dickson, 2005). After
each segment, participants answered the same set of three questions described
above (see Figure 1 for a graphical depiction of the VMR paradigm). At the end of
the study, participants were debriefed, thanked and compensated for their
participation.

These recordings were not shown to the participants, but used for backup purposes in case the split
screen recordings would fail.
21
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Participants individually watched their
8-minute interaction in segments of 20 seconds

The Listener answers:

The Sharer answers:
1. How [worried / angry] did you feel during
this fragment?

1.

How [worried / angry] do you think the
other was feeling during this fragment?

2. To what extent did you want the other to
sympathize with you during this fragment?

2.

To what extent did you try to sympathize
with the other during this fragment?

3. To what extent did you want the other to
help you look at the situation from a
different perspective during this fragment?

3.

To what extent did you try to make the
other look at the situation from a
different perspective during this
fragment?

Figure 1. Graphical depiction of the video-mediated recall paradigm. Participants answered the
same set of three questions for each of the 24 fragments.

Materials
Sharing instructions
Depending on their assigned emotion condition, participants were instructed to
recall a current or recent event (not longer than 5 years ago) that still made them
feel angry or worried – and which they were willing to share with the other
participant. They were asked to write down what happened or was going on, what
made them feel angry or worried, how it had affected their lives and what still
bothered them. The emotional events that sharers chose to discuss varied widely.
Common examples included friend or family issues (e.g., divorce, ill family
members, an argument, death), romantic relationship issues (e.g., cheating,
breakups), personal health, work or study issues.
Support needs
Throughout the VMR, for every 20-s segment, sharers reported the extent to
which, at that moment, they desired socio-affective support (“To what extent did
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you want the other to sympathize with you during this fragment?”) and cognitive
support (“To what extent did you want the other to help you look at the situation
from a different perspective during this fragment?”), using a 100-point slider bar
(0 = not at all, 100 = very much).
Support provision
Similarly, throughout the VMR, listeners rated the extent to which they provided
socio-affective support (“To what extent did you sympathize with the other
during this fragment?”) and cognitive support (“To what extent did you try to
make the other look at the situation from a different perspective during this
fragment?”), using a 100-point slider bar (0 = not at all, 100 = very much).
Emotional intensity and empathic accuracy
Throughout the VMR, both participants rated the sharer’s emotional intensity
(anger or worry, depending on their assigned condition), using a 100-point slider
bar (0 = not at all, 100 = very much). This thus resulted in both self- and other-reports
of the sharer’s emotional intensity during the interaction, which were used to
assess empathic accuracy both across and within dyads.
We operationalized empathic accuracy at the dyad-level as the correlation
between experienced and perceived emotional intensity. This is a frequently used
method to assess the degree to which listeners correctly infer changes in levels of
affect (Zaki, Bolger, & Ochsner, 2008, 2009; Zaki, Weber, Bolger, & Ochsner, 2009).
Furthermore, to assess momentary empathic accuracy within dyads, empathic
accuracy was operationalized by calculating the absolute (i.e., root of square)
difference between sharers’ and listeners’ ratings of the sharer’s emotional
intensity for each time point in the interaction. These difference scores were
multiplied by -1, such that higher scores reflect a better match between sharers
and listeners.
Control questions
Participants rated to what extent the presence of the camera bothered them (M =
2.92, SD = 1.76), and how similar this conversation was to conversations they
normally would have in their daily lives (M = 5.06, SD = 1.45), on 7-point Likert
scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).
Mood
To ensure that the role division did not affect participants’ mood, all participants
rated their own mood on a scale ranging from -5 (very bad) to +5 (very good), both
prior to sharing and afterwards.22 Before sharing, sharers (M = 1.93, SD = 1.98)
We additionally obtained pre-conversational ratings of sharers’ support needs, as well as background
information regarding the shared event (e.g., recency). Furthermore, we included post-conversational
ratings of emotional intensity of the sharer and the listener, perceived and provided support, perceived
22
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were in a somewhat, though not significantly, worse mood compared to listeners
(M = 2.44, SD = 1.89), t(204) = -1.87, p = .063. This small difference disappeared
after the interaction (sharers: M = 2.82, SD = 1.42, listeners: M = 2.60, SD = 1.60),
t(102) = -0.89, p = .375.

Results
1. Does Emotional Intensity Predict Support Needs?
First, we tested our hypothesis that the experience of high emotional intensity
increases socio-affective support needs, and decreases cognitive support needs. To
test this prediction, we conducted two multi-level analyses, taking into account
that we had multiple measurements for each participant (level 1), who were part
of a dyad (level 2) (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). Intercepts and slopes were
allowed to vary randomly across dyads, and to be correlated, because dyads may
show different baseline levels of support needs as well as different effects of
emotional intensity on their support needs. Errors were allowed to be correlated
over time by an autoregressive covariance structure. Predictors were person-mean
centered to capture only fluctuations in the person’s intensity ratings.23 In line with
our predictions, experienced emotional intensity positively predicted sharers’
socio-affective support needs, B = .54, SE = 0.03, p < .001, 95% CI [0.48, 0.61].
However, unexpectedly, experienced emotional intensity positively (rather than
negatively) predicted sharers’ cognitive support needs as well, B = .26, SE = 0.04,
p < .001, 95% CI [0.18, 0.33].
2. Do Sharers’ Support Needs Predict Listeners’ Support Provision?
To answer our second research question of whether sharers’ support needs
predict listeners’ concurrent support provision throughout the conversation, we
conducted two multi-level analyses. We predicted listeners’ momentary socioaffective (cognitive) support provision by sharers’ momentary socio-affective
(cognitive) support needs. First, sharers’ socio-affective support needs indeed
significantly predicted their listener’s socio-affective support provision, B = 0.24,
SE = 0.03, p < .001, 95% CI [0.18, 0.31]. Second, sharers’ cognitive support needs
indeed significantly predicted their listener’s cognitive support provision, B =
0.29, SE = 0.04, p < .001, 95% CI [0.22, 0.37].
While these regression analyses suggest a substantial relationship between
sharers’ support needs and listeners’ support provision, it is possible that in these

benefits, interpersonal closeness, and self-esteem. These data fall outside the scope of this chapter, but
details are available upon request.
23 Unless where specified otherwise, this data-analytic approach was adopted in all multilevel analyses
reported in this chapter.
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eight-minute conversations, people follow certain conversational patterns that are
unrelated to listeners picking up on sharers’ needs. For example, sharers may start
off by sharing their concerns, after which their support needs may peak, and then
subside again. Therefore, to establish whether the observed alignment between
support needs and support provision reflected a pattern that was idiosyncratic to
each dyad’s dynamics, we correlated sharers’ socio-affective (cognitive) support
needs with listeners’ concurrent socio-affective (cognitive) support provision, and
compared these observed dyad correlations with a benchmark derived from
randomly paired participants (i.e., pseudo-dyads; see Sels et al., in press). This
permutation test is a frequently used method in which observed data (in this case,
dyad correlations) are compared against a distribution of all other possible
outcomes derived from randomly re-arranging the data (here, pseudo-dyad
correlations; Good, 2013; Higgins, 2004). The permutation test revealed that the
correlation observed between socio-affective support needs and provision among
real dyads (r = .24, SD = .33) was significantly higher than that among pseudodyads (r = .05, SD = .29), t(101.60) = 5.64, p < .001, thereby ruling out the possibility
that the observed correlation was due to general conversational patterns.
Similarly, the correlation between cognitive support needs and provision
observed among real dyads (r = .27, SD = .30) was significantly higher than that
among pseudo-dyads (r = .09, SD = .29), t(100.80) = 5.75, p < .001. Thus, overall,
listeners’ support provision was uniquely aligned with their sharing partner’s
socio-affective and cognitive support needs.
3. Does Empathic Accuracy Promote Support Provision that Matches Needs?
So far, we have observed that the level of experienced emotional intensity
shapes support needs, and that these needs in turn shape support provision. Next,
we examined the hypothesis that greater empathic accuracy (i.e., more alignment
between self- and other-ratings of the sharer’s emotional intensity) predicts
greater alignment between support needs and support provision. This hypothesis
can be tested both across and within dyads. First, we tested whether couples
characterized by greater empathic accuracy also showed greater support
alignment (i.e. across dyads). We operationalized empathic accuracy as the dyadlevel correlation between experienced and perceived emotional intensity, and
support alignment as the correlation between socio-affective versus cognitive
support needs and socio-affective versus cognitive support provision. Two
regression analyses were conducted, predicting support alignment by empathic
accuracy. In line with our hypothesis, empathic accuracy significantly predicted
socio-affective support alignment across dyads, B = 0.34, SE = 0.12, p = .007, 95%
CI [0.10, 0.59]. Thus, the more listeners’ perceptions of the sharer’s emotional
intensity aligned with sharers’ emotional experience, the more listeners’ socio-
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affective support provision was aligned with the sharer’s socio-affective support
needs. Contrary to our hypothesis, however, empathic accuracy did not predict
cognitive support need fulfillment across dyads, B = -0.04, SE = 0.12, p = .742, 95%
CI [-0.27, 0.19].24
Second, we tested whether, within dyads, greater empathic accuracy at one time
point also predicted greater support alignment at that same time point. To this
end, we conducted two multi-level analyses. Empathic accuracy was
operationalized using the absolute (i.e., root of square) differences between
sharers’ and listeners’ ratings of the sharer’s emotional intensity. Similarly,
support alignment was assessed by using the absolute differences between
sharers’ needs and listeners’ support provision. Both difference scores were
multiplied by -1, such that higher scores reflect a greater match between sharers
and listeners. The predictor (i.e., empathic accuracy) was dyad mean-centered to
capture only fluctuations in the dyad’s absolute difference score. In line with our
hypotheses, empathic accuracy positively predicted socio-affective support need
alignment within dyads, B = 0.18, SE = 0.04, p < .001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.26]. Thus,
greater empathic accuracy at one moment in the conversation predicted more
socio-affective support alignment at that same time point. Similar to the results
across dyads, and contrary to our hypotheses, empathic accuracy did not predict
cognitive support alignment within dyads, B = 0.01, SE = 0.03, p = .706, 95% CI [0.05, 0.07].
In sum, these findings show that greater empathic accuracy was associated
with greater socio-affective, but not cognitive, support alignment, both across and
within dyads. In other words, listeners who were overall better at picking up on
fluctuations in their conversation partner’s emotional intensity, matched their
socio-affective support provision to the sharer’s fluctuating needs to a greater
extent throughout the conversation. Furthermore, when listeners were more
accurate in perceiving the sharer’s emotional intensity level, they were also better
able to meet the sharer’s socio-affective support needs at that same moment in the
interaction.25
To ensure that the observed effects were not driven by peak emotional intensity inflating dyadic
correlations, we reran the analyses controlling for sharers’, listeners’, or both dyad members’ peak
emotional intensity. All analyses yielded the same conclusions, thereby excluding this as a potential
alternative explanation. Furthermore, using Fisher transformed correlations to ensure a normal
distribution yielded the same results throughout all conducted analyses.
25 As described in Howland and Rafaeli (2010), there are several ways to operationalize empathic
accuracy, all reflecting different conceptualizations. The cross-dyad comparison using dyad-level
correlations assesses pattern accuracy, reflecting the correspondence between the temporal patterns of
the sharer’s experienced emotional intensity level and the listener’s estimation of that intensity. The
within-dyad comparison we conducted reflects level accuracy, as it assesses the discrepancies between
the sharer’s and listener’s intensity ratings, rather than their co-occurrence over time. To assess whether
our conclusions also hold when assessing level accuracy across dyads, we ran an additional set of
analyses predicting support alignment by empathic accuracy using the dyad’s Euclidean distance
24
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Additional Analyses: Does Sharers’ Emotional Intensity Predict Listeners’
Support Provision?
As described above, we hypothesized that the better able listeners were at
judging sharers’ distress levels (i.e., empathic accuracy), the better able they
should be in fulfilling their support needs. To shed more light on why empathic
accuracy fostered socio-affective, but not cognitive support alignment, we also
examined the effect of emotional intensity on listeners’ support provision. Implicit
in our hypothesis was the prediction that emotional intensity would impact
sharers’ support needs and listeners’ support provision in similar ways: We had
predicted that highly intense emotions would increase socio-affective support
needs and provision, and decrease cognitive support needs and provision. As
reported above, contrary to our hypothesis, emotional intensity in fact positively
predicted both socio-affective and cognitive support needs.
To examine whether emotional intensity did impact support provision in the
hypothesized way, we conducted two multi-level regression analyses, predicting
(socio-affective and cognitive) support provision by emotional intensity as
reported by the sharer and perceived by the listener. As predicted, both emotional
intensity as experienced by the sharer (B = 0.08, SE = 0.03, p = .009, 95% CI [0.02,
0.14]) and as perceived by the listener (B = 0.24, SE = 0.04, p < .001, 95% CI [0.16,
0.32]) positively predicted socio-affective support provision. Furthermore, and
partially in line with our hypotheses, emotional intensity as experienced by the
sharer (B = -0.12, SE = 0.03, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.18, -0.06]) negatively predicted
cognitive support provision, whereas emotional intensity as perceived by the
listener did not (B = -0.01, SE = 0.04, p = .883, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.08]).26 Thus, when
sharers experienced greater emotional intensity at a particular moment in the
interaction, this was associated with increased socio-affective and decreased
cognitive support provision by the listener.

Discussion
Summary of Main Findings
The main aim of the present study was to examine the micro-level dynamics of
social sharing, testing whether and how sharers’ emotions and needs shape the
type of support that listeners provide. To this end, participants (‘sharers’)
discussed an emotional event with another participant who they did not know
scores, reflecting absolute accuracy across the entire interaction, rather than momentary accuracy.
Replicating our findings, these analyses revealed that dyads with greater overall empathic accuracy also
showed greater overall socio-affective, but not cognitive, support alignment.
26 We used a variance component covariance structure to predict cognitive support provision, given that
the model would not converge using an unstructured covariance structure.
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(‘listeners’). Using a video-mediated recall procedure (Welsh & Dickson, 2005), we
obtained measures of emotional intensity as experienced by the sharer and
perceived by the listener, as well as sharers’ support needs and listeners’ support
provision, rated for each 20-second fragment of an 8-minute conversation.
Partially in line with our first hypothesis, higher emotional intensity as
experienced by sharers predicted a greater desire for socio-affective support.
Unexpectedly, it also predicted a greater need for cognitive support. Sharers’
support needs predicted listeners’ support provision, thereby supporting our
second hypothesis. Speaking to the robustness of these findings, socio-affective
and cognitive support needs were aligned with listeners’ corresponding support
provision to a greater extent than was observed for pseudo-dyads. In other words,
when individuals share an emotional event, they appear to signal how they want
to be supported, and listeners seem to be attuned to sharers’ fluctuating support
needs.
Finally, partially confirming our third hypothesis, greater empathic accuracy
was associated with socio-affective, but not cognitive, support alignment: The
more accurately the listener perceived the sharer’s level of emotional intensity
throughout the conversation, the more their socio-affective support provision was
tailored to the sharer’s socio-affective support needs. This effect occurred across
dyads (i.e., dyads that were overall high in empathic accuracy also showed high
socio-affective support alignment), as well as within dyads (i.e., at moments
during the interaction when empathic accuracy was high, support alignment was
also higher). This was not the case for cognitive support, however: While sharers’
cognitive support needs increased when they were more emotional, listeners in
fact provided less cognitive support when sharers were in greater distress.
Theoretical Implications
We found that empathic accuracy facilitated socio-affective but not cognitive
support alignment. This incongruity may be explained by the differential role that
emotional intensity likely plays for the two types of support. Higher emotional
intensity experienced by sharers was associated with them seeking socio-affective
support to a greater extent. Similarly, when listeners perceived sharers to be in
higher emotional distress, they provided more socio-affective support – a type of
support that is indeed likely to temporarily buffer emotional distress (Nils & Rimé,
2012; Rimé, 2009). Sharers’ and listeners’ similar responses to emotional distress
thus explain why high empathic accuracy contributed to socio-affective support
alignment. These findings extend previous theorizing by empirically confirming
that high emotional intensity is indeed associated with greater socio-affective
support needs (Rimé, 2009). Furthermore, they complement previous research by
showing that high perceived distress is not only associated with listeners’
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inferences of greater socio-affective support needs (Pauw et al., 2019), but also with
actually increased socio-affective support provision. It is possible that listeners
know from experience that support needs vary as a function of emotional intensity
and adjust their support provision accordingly. People’s past experiences in
successfully regulating their own and others’ emotions, as well as experiences of
being helped by others in regulating their own emotions, may shape how people
try to regulate others’ emotions (Masten, Morelli, & Eisenberger, 2011; Shipman &
Zeman, 2001).
However, we found that emotional intensity was differentially associated with
cognitive support needs in sharers and cognitive support provision among
listeners, which explains why listeners' accurately picking up on sharers’
emotional intensity did not contribute to greater cognitive support alignment.
While the finding that higher experienced distress was associated with reduced
cognitive support provision was expected based on earlier research (Christophe &
Rimé, 1997; Pauw et al., 2019), we had predicted that high emotional intensity
would similarly reduce sharers’ desire for cognitive support (Rimé, 2009; Sheppes
et al., 2014, 2011), but we found that intensity increased sharers' desire for
cognitive support. One potential explanation for this finding is that sharers likely
did not share acute emotional events, but rather shared situations that they had
already coped with to some degree. While still eliciting negative affect, the
intensity of the emotional event may not have been so high as to block sharers’
motivation or cognitive ability to be receptive to cognitive support. Indeed, while
sharers reported feeling relatively distressed when recalling the event before the
interaction (M = 63.26, SD = 23.47 on a 0-100 point scale), they reported having
experienced more modest emotional intensity throughout the interaction (M =
39.56, SD = 17.47).
All in all, the present findings speak to an important role of emotional intensity
in social sharing dynamics. Our findings are partially in line with literature
suggesting that greater empathic accuracy fosters more responsive support
provision (Reis & Patrick, 1996). While earlier work has shown that empathic
accuracy promotes the provision of socio-affective support (Howland, 2016;
Winczewski et al., 2016), as well as instrumental support (Verhofstadt et al., 2008,
2016), the current study extends those findings by showing that empathic accuracy
fosters support provision that is more aligned with sharers’ socio-affective
support needs. Correctly perceiving sharers’ emotional intensity may thus
facilitate one’s understanding of what the sharer needs, and thereby contribute to
support provision that is responsive to their needs.
Furthermore, sharers’ success in communicating their needs to listeners has
important implications for the effectiveness of their sharing. The current findings
speak to a role for sharers in shaping the support that they receive. Prior research
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shows that sharers usually seek socio-affective support – a type of support that
alleviates momentary emotional distress, but unlike cognitive support does not
facilitate long-term recovery (Duprez et al., 2014; Pauw et al., 2018). The current
findings suggest that sharers may thus elicit the support that they desire,
explaining why they perceive sharing to be beneficial, although it does not
engender emotional recovery.
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
While extant research has investigated the prevalence and effectiveness of
social sharing, very few studies have looked into the process of sharing itself. To
the best of our knowledge, the current study is the first to examine whether sharers
can communicate their feelings and needs such that they elicit the support that
they want from the sharer. More specifically, we studied how sharers’ fluctuating
distress levels shape their support needs throughout an interaction, and how these
needs in turn impact support provision. We examined this question in a dynamic
sharing interaction in which both conversational partners could naturally interact.
The use of a video-mediated recall procedure allowed us to obtain temporally finegrained measures of both partners’ perceptions of the interaction without
intervening in the interaction itself. By continuously assessing sharers’ needs and
listeners’ support provision, this approach allowed us to examine whether and
when listeners are responsive to sharers’ needs, thereby going beyond prior
research looking into overall perceptions of support provision and
responsiveness. By examining the micro-dynamics of a social sharing interaction,
the present study sheds more light on why sharing may often go awry.
It should be noted that the present study likely did not capture the entire range
of experienced emotional distress, given that sharers were instructed to share a
past emotional event that still upset them. This may have impacted the sharing
dynamics: Sharers’ support needs and listeners’ support provision might follow
different patterns in extremely distressing situations. For example, based on prior
research, we would predict a greater predominance of socio-affective support
needs and provision (Christophe & Rimé, 1997; Rimé, 2009). Nevertheless,
participants did share events that were distressing to them, as evidenced by the
relatively high emotional intensity ratings. Moreover, we reasoned that sharing an
autobiographical upsetting situation should nonetheless elicit a wider range of
emotional intensity, as well as a more ecologically valid interaction, compared to
inducing an emotional experience in the lab.
Another study characteristic that may affect the generalizability of the current
findings is our choice for unacquainted dyads. Listeners’ experience and behavior
during the interaction likely are affected by the nature of their relationship. The
relationship is considered a central aspect of social sharing and may also impact
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the amount and type of support that people give (Christophe & Rimé, 1997;
Dovidio & Penner, 2002). Given that listeners in the present study were previously
unacquainted with the sharer, the sharing may not have been as emotion inducing
as it would have been if a close other would have been involved. As such, support
provision may have been less impacted by personal distress and empathic
concern, and more by general beliefs about helpfulness or normative motives (e.g.,
personal standards, or social norms; Batson et al., 1987; Dovidio & Penner, 2002).
Nevertheless, it should be noted that listeners did report being emotionally
impacted by the sharer’s story (M = 37.50, SD = 24.53, on a 0-100 scale), and both
sharers and listeners rated the conversation as relatively similar to conversations
they would normally have in their daily lives (M = 5.06, SD = 1.45, on a 7-point
Likert scale). Future research may shed light on how listeners’ motivations vary
as a function of the relationship with the sharer, and how this influences support
provision. For example, while enhanced empathic concern for close others may
foster greater socio-affective support provision, it is also possible that listening to
a close other in need evokes personal distress that in turn makes people less
inclined to provide socio-affective support, and instead opt for strategies directed
at reappraising or disengaging from the emotional situation (e.g., see Lewis &
Manusov, 2009; Smith, 2015).
These caveats notwithstanding, we intentionally paired participants with
someone they did not know. By having participants share with a stranger, we
aimed to avoid pre-established relational patterns and instead allow the sharing
interaction to unfold from a clean slate. A close other is likely better able to
recognize the sharer’s emotions and support needs, as they have accumulated
knowledge regarding the other’s regulatory preferences, goals, and past
experiences (López-Pérez, Sanchez, & Parkinson, 2017; Wilhelm & Perrez, 2004).
Based on this shared past, an interaction with a close other would provide less
need for the sharer to communicate their support needs throughout the 8-minute
conversation. Therefore, we intentionally attempted to create an interaction free
of prior expectations and patterns, in order to examine whether sharers are able to
communicate their feelings and needs to an unacquainted listener.
While our findings speak to an important role of emotional intensity in shaping
socio-affective support provision, future research is needed to establish how
listeners can correctly infer sharers’ cognitive support needs – a question that
seems especially important given the potential of cognitive support for long-term
recovery (e.g., see Nils & Rimé, 2012). In a previous set of studies, listeners
appeared insensitive to sharers’ cues indicative of a need for cognitive support
(Pauw et al., 2019). However, in the present study, sharers’ cognitive support
needs did positively predict cognitive support provision. This suggests that
cognitive support needs are communicated via other cues. The fact that more
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strongly experienced (but not perceived) emotional intensity negatively predicted
cognitive support provision suggests that something in sharers’ behavior led
listeners to infer the (in)appropriateness of cognitive support provision (e.g.,
avoided eye contact, withdrawal behavior). It is possible that under low emotional
intensity, sharers adopted a more reflective stance towards the emotional
situation, which may have elicited the provision of more cognitive support by the
listeners. Sharers may, for example, have used more cognitive language (e.g.,
words reflecting insight; see Balon & Rimé, 2016), or used non-verbal cues, such
as facial expressions or tone of voice, that implicitly communicated reduced
emotional intensity (Keltner et al., 2016), leading listeners to infer a greater
openness to cognitive support (Pauw et al., 2019).
Another possibility is that cognitive support provision, or potentially any type
of support provision, is strongly influenced by listeners projecting their own
support needs onto the sharer. People have been shown to project their own
positive and negative emotions onto others (Clark, Culin, Clark-Polner, & Lemay,
2016; Overall, Fletcher, Simpson, & Fillo, 2015; Wilhelm & Perrez, 2004), which
may in fact disrupt their attention to the actual support needs of the other. Recent
work revealed that perspective taking impaired emotion recognition to the extent
that people had themselves had a similar emotional experience (Israelashvili,
Sauter, & Fischer, under review). The authors theorized that this was due to the
projection of their own emotional experiences onto the other person. In a similar
vein, listeners have been shown to project their own evaluations of a support
interaction onto the listener (Marigold, Holmes, Wood, & Cavallo, 2014). It is
therefore not unthinkable that, while potentially well intended, listeners may also
project their own support needs onto others.
Relatedly, listeners’ support provision might not only be driven by the sharer’s
distress, but also by the distress it evokes in the listeners themselves (cf. Parkinson
& Simons, 2012). For example, listeners have been shown to provide greater
emotional support to the extent that they experienced similar emotions as the
sharer during the support interaction (Verhofstadt et al., 2008). However, it should
be noted that emotional impact on the listener might also result in less responsive
support. For example, sharers may irritate the listener (e.g., when the listener
perceives the distress as unjustified; Weiner, 1980) or cause the listener to become
vicariously distressed (Batson, Fultz, & Schoenrade, 1987; Lewis & Manusov, 2009;
Smith, 2015), which may impede adequate support provision (Devoldre, Davis,
Verhofstadt, & Buysse, 2010; Fabes, Eisenberg, & Eisenbud, 1993).
Finally, while not assessed in the present study, individual differences may
play a role in shaping both support seeking and support provision behaviors. For
example, one important individual difference concerns attachment style, which is
associated with chronic differences in people’s cognitive, emotional, and
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behavioral responses when interacting with (close) others (Collins, 1996; Hazan &
Shaver, 1987). The extent to which people seek support as a coping strategy has
been found to systematically differ among adults with different attachment styles
(Ognibene & Collins, 1998). Whereas securely attached and preoccupied
individuals were strongly inclined to seek social support, those who were more
anxious and avoidant were less likely to do so. These differences were partly
driven by confidence in the availability and dependability of others: Securely
attached individuals were more confident that support was available from friends
and family, which predicted their greater tendency to seek out support.
Furthermore, the way people seek support, as well as how they interpret and
respond to support, also varies depending on attachment style (Collins & Feeney,
2000; Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992). Finally, the type of support listeners
provide is also shaped by their internal working models of attachment (Simpson
et al., 1992).
Thus, one important avenue for future research will be to examine the relative
importance of the objective features of the emotion-eliciting event, the sharer and
the listener in determining how support is brought about. The present study
focused on the role of the sharer in eliciting support provision. Other determinants
that warrant empirical investigation include listeners’ appraisals of the situation,
beliefs regarding effective and desired support, and potential projections of their
own support needs. Finally, individual differences of both the sharer and the
listener should be examined.
Concluding Remarks
The present study shows that people experiencing emotional distress may elicit
different kinds of social support from others depending on how they
communicate in face-to-face interactions. Our results show that sharers’
fluctuating emotional intensity levels shape their support needs, which shape
listeners’ support provision. Furthermore, listeners’ empathic accuracy fosters
support provision that is more closely tailored to sharers’ socio-affective support
needs. Together with prior evidence that sharers usually desire socio-affective
support – which alleviates momentary distress, but does not facilitate long-term
recovery – the present findings suggest that sharers elicit the support they desire,
explaining why they perceive sharing as beneficial in the absence of emotional
recovery. Ironically, sharers may thus carry partial responsibility for the
unsuccessfulness of their social sharing in bringing about effective interpersonal
emotion regulation.
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Chapter 5
Stop Crying! The Impact of Situational Demands on
Interpersonal Emotion Regulation

Summary
Crying is a common response to emotional distress that elicits support from the
environment. People may regulate another’s crying in several ways, such as by
providing socio-affective support (e.g., comforting) or cognitive support (e.g.,
reappraisal), or by trying to emotionally disengage the other by suppression or
distraction. We examined whether people adapt their interpersonal emotion regulation
strategies to the situational context, by manipulating the regulatory demand of the
situation in which someone is crying. Participants watched a video of a crying man
and provided support by recording a video message. We hypothesized that when
immediate down-regulation was required (i.e., high regulatory demand), participants
would provide lower levels of socio-affective and cognitive support, and instead
distract the crying person or encourage them to suppress their emotions, compared to
when there is no such urgency (i.e., low regulatory demand). As predicted, both selfreported and behavioral responses indicated that high (as compared to low) regulatory
demand led to a reduction in socio-affective support provision, and a strong increase
suppression and distraction. Cognitive support provision, however, was unaffected by
regulatory demand. When the context required more immediate down-regulation,
participants thus employed more regulation strategies aimed at disengaging from the
emotional experience. This study provides a first step in showing that people take the
context into account when attempting to regulate others’ emotions.

This chapter is based on:
Pauw, L. S., Sauter, D. A., Van Kleef, G. A., & Fischer, A. H. (2019). Stop crying! The
impact of situational demands on interpersonal emotion regulation. Cognition and
Emotion, 33(8), 1587-159.
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Introduction
When others cry, many of us feel impelled to attend and respond to them. Crying
has a social function: It communicates distress and thereby elicits support from
the environment (Gracanin, Bylsma, & Vingerhoets, 2017; Hendriks, Nelson,
Cornelius, & Vingerhoets, 2008; Van Kleef, 2016). A prominent type of response to
displays of distress consists of trying to regulate the expresser's emotions. Such
interpersonal emotion regulation can take different forms, with some strategies
revolving around different ways of engaging with the emotional situation and other
strategies hinging on ways of disengaging from the emotional situation (Parkinson
& Totterdell, 1999).
Research on the social sharing of emotions has distinguished two primary
forms of support that are directed at engaging with the emotional situation (Rimé,
2009): People may offer socio-affective support, which includes providing comfort,
care and validation, or cognitive support, which is directed at altering cognitions
related to the emotional experience by recreating meaning and reappraisal. Other
work has identified strategies that are directed at disengaging from the emotional
situation. In particular, people who are confronted with a person in distress may
try to distract that person from the emotional situation or encourage them to
suppress their emotions (Gross, 1998).
These various strategies come with different costs and benefits. For instance,
whereas socio-affective support temporarily alleviates emotional distress,
cognitive support is presumed to be more effective in bringing about long-term
recovery (e.g., Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). Furthermore, research on
intrapersonal emotion regulation has shown that whereas suppression is effective
for reducing emotional expressions (rather than reducing the intensity of
emotional experience), distraction is more effective in bringing about immediate
relief (see Webb, Miles, & Sheeran, 2012, for a review). The question then is what
determines which type of regulation strategy people choose?
According to the Social Regulatory Cycle (SRC) specified by Reeck and
colleagues (Reeck et al., 2016), regulating others’ emotions follows an iterative and
dynamic cycle that includes four steps. First, support providers need to identify
the other’s distress – a step that is clearly facilitated by crying behavior. Crying is
a strong emotional response, indicating that one is suffering, vulnerable and
powerless, and thereby visibly communicates emotional distress (Gracanin et al.,
2017; Hendriks, Nelson, et al., 2008). Second, people need to evaluate the need for
regulation by assessing the discrepancy between the other’s current emotional
state and desired end state. Third, people have to select a strategy, after which the
implementation of the selected strategy follows (step 4). While abundant research
has examined the consequences of several regulation strategies, very little
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empirical research has examined towards what desired emotional state people try
to regulate others’ emotions (step 2; Campos, Walle, Dahl, & Main, 2011), as well
as how they decide what type of strategy to select in order to achieve this goal
(step 3; Reeck et al., 2016).
We propose that contextual demands play an important role in the process of
regulating others’ emotions, determining the desired emotional end state for
regulation as well as the type of strategy that would be optimal for achieving the
desired goal. The idea that context matters for one’s own emotion regulation has
been put forward by Parrott (2001), who argued that emotions are functional only
to the extent that they reflect a prioritization of goals that corresponds to what is
actually important in the situation at hand. Consequently, the effectiveness of
different emotion regulation strategies depends on the context and its situational
demands (see Aldao, 2013; Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Haines et al., 2016; Kashdan
& Rottenberg, 2010; Troy, Shallcross, & Mauss, 2013). People indeed seem to be
aware of this functionality of emotions, as evidenced by the fact that people not
only regulate their emotions in order to feel better (i.e., hedonic goals), but also in
ways that help them to achieve other short or long-term goals (i.e., instrumental
goals; Tamir, 2009; Tamir & Millgram, 2017).
Furthermore, there is evidence that people are context-sensitive in the strategies
they choose to employ to regulate their own emotions (Bonanno & Burton, 2013).
For example, a daily-diary study by English and colleagues (English et al., 2017)
showed that people suppressed their emotions more when others – especially nonclose others – were present. Similarly, in the presence of non-close others (e.g.,
their boss), people preferred suppression and distraction compared to expression,
whereas the opposite was true when they were with close others (Martini, 2011).
Martini further showed that these different social contexts were associated with
different goals, which motivated people to regulate their emotions in ways that
facilitate those goals. Self-oriented goals, such as impression management or
avoiding negative consequences, were more endorsed in the presence of authority
figures, which may explain the greater use of suppression and distraction in those
particular contexts.
Underlying many of these instances of emotion regulation choice seems to be a
context-dependent willingness to engage in emotional processing (Sheppes et al.,
2014; Sheppes, Scheibe, Suri, & Gross, 2011). Sheppes and colleagues found that
when focused on immediate relief, individuals preferred distraction – a
disengagement strategy that brings about short-term benefits through relatively
easy regulatory processes. However, when long-term goals were activated,
participants used more reappraisal – a highly engaging strategy that requires
attending to and elaborating on the emotional situation to change its meaning, and
thereby fosters long-term recovery. These findings suggest that people are
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sensitive to the costs and benefits that are associated with the use of different
regulation strategies in different contexts.
The above findings regarding regulatory flexibility pertain to the regulation of
one’s own emotions. We propose that when regulating others’ emotions, people
may similarly determine – on behalf of the expresser – how the expresser’s
emotions should be optimally regulated in relation to the relevant context. To our
knowledge, no research has examined how situational demands affect attempts to
regulate others’ emotions. Given that different regulation strategies may bring
about differentially effective consequences, it is important to gain insight into
different contexts that would lead to different regulatory responses to others’
emotions.
The aim of the present study is to examine whether people provide contextsensitive social support. As when regulating their own emotions, people may also
regulate others' emotions in a way that they consider helpful for achieving a
relevant goal. Notably, the goals underlying interpersonal emotion regulation
may also be selfish: People may regulate others’ emotions in ways that are
beneficial to achieving their own goals (e.g., winning a game; Netzer, Van Kleef,
& Tamir, 2015). In the present study, however, we focus only on pro-social goals,
that is, how support providers regulate the sharer’s emotions in order to facilitate
fulfillment of the sharer’s goals. Oftentimes in real life, situations may demand
immediate down-regulation of emotions because the emotions impede other
relevant goals, such as performance, impression management, or the preservation
of others’ feelings (Parrott, 2001). In the present study, we use the term regulatory
demand to denote the extent to which a situation calls for immediate downregulation of negative emotions. This urgency implied by high regulatory demand
is expected to lead to a prioritizing of short-term over long-term effectiveness.
Extending previous intrapersonal research on the effects of situational demands
on preferences to engage with versus disengage from the emotional situation
(English et al., 2017; Sheppes et al., 2014) to the interpersonal level, we develop the
hypothesis that a context posing greater regulatory demand engenders a greater
use of disengaging regulation strategies, and a decreased use of engaging
strategies.
More specifically, we reasoned that high (compared to low) regulatory demand
would lead to increased use of suppression and distraction, given that short-term
effectiveness is prioritized. Both strategies are directed at disengaging from the
emotional experience. While ineffective in the long term, suppression and
distraction may facilitate short-term down-regulation of the emotional expression
(suppression) and experience (distraction; Gross, 2002; Kross & Ayduk, 2008;
Sheppes & Meiran, 2008; Webb et al., 2012).

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 107

108 | Chapter 5

Second, we predicted that high regulatory demand would decrease the
provision of socio-affective and cognitive support, compared to a situation posing
low regulatory demand that would allow for engagement with the emotional
experience and situation. While socio-affective support may bring about shortterm feelings of relief and closeness, its engaging nature also bears the danger of
leading to co-rumination, given that the sharer and support provider are
concentrating on the emotional experience, while validating and thereby
potentially dwelling on the negative emotions (Curci & Rimé, 2012). Therefore,
socio-affective support may be less appropriate when immediate down-regulation
is required. Similarly, cognitive support is characterized by a high level of
engagement with the emotional situation. It is directed at changing the way the
other thinks about the situation by recreating meaning and reappraisal, which
requires elaborate cognitive processing (Rimé, 2009; Sheppes & Meiran, 2008).
Thus, while fostering more long-term recovery, cognitive support provision is also
less suitable when short-term effectiveness is prioritized (McRae, 2016).
To test these hypotheses, we manipulated the regulatory demand of the
situation in which a protagonist was crying over an unfaithful partner by inducing
a more pressing concern (i.e., a job interview), which rendered the emotional
distress particularly dysfunctional for the current situation. Participants first read
a short vignette about what happened to a person they were about to watch, and
then watched a video in which they saw a person crying. Afterwards, they
provided support by recording a video message. This allowed us to test whether
participants provided different levels of socio-affective support, cognitive
support, suppression and distraction depending on whether immediately
effective down-regulation was required, compared to when there was no such
imminent need. Thus, in terms of the Social Regulatory Cycle, we manipulated the
need for regulation (step 2) in order to examine its impact on strategy selection
(step 3).

Method
Participants
A total of 181 participants participated in the study for course credit or
monetary compensation. Four participants dropped out (two refused to record a
video message, one became too upset due to a personal experience similar to the
vignette, and one provided no reason). This resulted in a sample of 177
participants (82% women, mean age 23.8 years).27

A power analysis was difficult to perform, as the interrelations of our newly developed behavioral
dependent measures were not known. Therefore, we aimed for 45 participants per cell to ensure
sufficient power.
27
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Procedure
After signing consent forms, participants first completed a practice video
recording of maximally three minutes with the experimenter present, in which
they spoke casually to an imagined friend. Next, they read a vignette describing
that their friend had just discovered that their fiancée had cheated on them, which
also included the manipulation of regulatory demand (see below). Then, in order
to fully immerse themselves in this situation, participants watched a one-minute
film clip of a young man crying, whom they were asked to imagine was their
friend. Afterwards, they recorded a video message to their crying friend, which
constituted our behavioral measure of interpersonal emotion regulation.
Participants were simply asked to respond in a way they normally would have if
this had been their friend crying. Finally, participants filled out several
questionnaires (see Materials) and left their e-mail address if they wished to
receive a debriefing message once data collection had been completed. The study
protocol was approved by the local ethics committee of the Department of
Psychology of the University of Amsterdam.
Materials
Regulatory demand
We manipulated the need for immediate down-regulation (i.e., regulatory
demand) by varying their friend’s situation as described in the vignette: Their
friend was either home alone with plenty of time (low regulatory demand) or was
home alone, needing to leave for an important job interview in half an hour (high
regulatory demand). By introducing an additional, more pressing concern in the
high regulatory demand condition, we aimed to induce a more short-term focus
directed at immediate down-regulation of the sharer’s experience and/or
expression of emotional distress. Indeed, participants in the high regulatory
demand condition perceived a greater need for immediate down-regulation
compared to those in the low regulatory demand condition (i.e., they perceived it
to be a worse moment to cry, and perceived the sharer to have a greater desire to
stop crying, see Supplement 5.2 and 5.3 for more details). Participants were
randomly assigned to experimental conditions.
Film clips
Participants watched a video of a distressed person who was genuinely crying
about a personal experience. They were asked to imagine that this was a friend of
theirs. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two film clips. These clips
were enacted by two different young men, aged 20 and 23, respectively, and
varied somewhat in the specific ways in which the person cried (e.g., intensity).
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This allowed us to examine the robustness of any effects across different models
and different ways of crying. For screenshots of the videos, see Appendix A.28
Self-reported interpersonal emotion regulation strategies
Participants reflected on their own interpersonal emotion regulation strategies by
rating on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) the extent
to which they provided twelve different types of regulatory responses in their
video message. Four items tapped Socio-Affective Support (α = .78; e.g., “To what
extent did you want to comfort him?”), four items assessed Cognitive Support (α
= .78; e.g., “To what extent did you want to help him look at the situation from a
different perspective?”), two items tapped Suppression (α = .81; e.g., “To what
extent did you want to help him suppress his emotions?”), and two items
measured Distraction (α = .83; e.g. “To what extent did you want to help him think
about something else?”). All items can be found in Appendix B.29
Observed interpersonal emotion regulation strategies
All participants’ video messages were transcribed. The anonymized texts were
coded for the frequency of socio-affective support, cognitive support, suppression
and distraction. Six naïve research assistants were trained to code the data.30 First,
10% of the material was coded by all coders to establish sufficient inter-rater
reliability. Following Hallgren (2012), inter-rater reliability was measured using a
two-way mixed, absolute agreement, single-measures intra-class correlation
coefficient (ICC; McGraw & Wong, 1996) assessing the degree to which coders
agreed on the frequency of each category across subjects. Given that ICCs reflected
good inter-rater reliability (see Table 1), the remaining 90% of the data was divided
over three pairs of coders, for which average-measures ICCs were calculated (see
below).

Gender was equally distributed across the four experimental conditions, χ2 (3) = 4.80, p = .187.
Originally, we had conceptualized suppression and distraction to fall into one category reflecting
disengagement (4 items tapping into each category). An exploratory factor analysis confirmed this factor
structure. However, as the editor correctly noted, suppression and distraction theoretically constitute
two different constructs. Therefore, we analyzed these two factors separately throughout the present
study. Analyzing suppression and distraction as one construct (disengagement) yields the same pattern
of results.
30 Half of the messages were transcribed by a naive research assistant, the other half were transcribed
by the coders. Importantly, these transcriptions were based on the extracted audio (thereby considered
anonymous) and coders never coded texts that they had previously transcribed.
28

29
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Table 1. Mean Frequencies (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of the Coded Emotion Regulation
Strategies, including Inter-Rater Reliability Reflected by Two-Way Mixed, Absolute Agreement, Single
and Average-Measures Intra-Class Correlation Coefficients (ICCs).
Emotion Regulation Strategy

M (SD)
All Data

Socio-Affective Support

SingleAverageAverageMeasures ICC Measures ICC Measures ICC
First 10% of
Data

First 10% of
Data

~ 90% of Data

11.19 (6.17)

.84

.97

.94

Vicarious Aggression

0.23 (0.76)

.92

.99

.95

Availability

3.38 (0.52)

.80

.96

.95

Esteem Support

0.52 (1.20)

.58

.89

.87

Love/Intimacy

0.21 (0.77)

.99

1.00

.92

Similar Experience

0.13 (0.67)

NA

NA

.84

Social Companionship

0.53 (1.01)

.73

.94

.91

Understanding/Validation

5.71 (3.77)

.93

.97

.93

Expressions of Sympathy

0.49 (0.90)

.74

.94

.85

2.36 (3.23)

.79

.96

.94

Positive Reappraisal

1.10 (1.97)

.35

.77

.90

Putting Situation into Perspective

1.23 (1.70)

.74

.94

.73

Reappraisal Mixed

0.04 (0.16)

NA

NA

NA

Cognitive Support

Suppression

1.14 (1.52)

.60

.90

.76

Suppression of Thoughts

0.29 (0.64)

.75

.95

.81

Suppression of Feelings

0.06 (0.24)

.06

.15

.74

Suppression of Expressions

0.15 (0.49)

.64

.91

.90

Suppression Mixed

0.65 (1.06)

.22

.63

.75

2.05 (2.53)

.76

.95

.84

177

20

20

149

6

6

2

Distraction
N Participants
N Coders per Participant

Note. Following Hallgren’s guidelines (2012), inter-rater reliability was assessed using a singlemeasures intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC; McGraw & Wong, 1996) to assess the degree to
which coders agreed upon the absolute frequency of each category across subjects. The singlemeasures ICC in its current form is calculated based on the first 10% of participants coded by all six
coders and denotes the inter-rater reliability meant to generalize to subjects being rated by one coder.
Given that these were sufficiently high for all three main categories, the remaining participants were
coded by a subset of the coders. These remaining participants included slightly less than 90% of the
data, given that a part of the data was used for training. The average-measures ICCs reflect the interrater reliabilities averaged across multiple coders, and thus reflect the reliability of the categories as
they were used for hypothesis testing. According to Cicchetti’s (1994) guidelines, inter-rater reliability
is considered fair for ICC values between .40 and .59, good for values between .60 and .74, and
excellent for values between .75 and 1.00. NA indicates that the frequency of the coded category was
too low to calculate the ICC.
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Socio-affective support (ICC = .94) was comprised of eight subcategories:
validation, empathy, and understanding (e.g., “I totally understand”), conveying
love or intimacy (e.g., “I wish I could give you a hug right now”), availability (e.g.,
“I’m there for you”), esteem support (e.g., “You’re a great guy”), vicarious
aggression (e.g., “What a bitch”), social companionship (e.g., “Maybe we can grab
a coffee together?”), similar experience (e.g., “My partner also once cheated on
me”), and expressions of sympathy (e.g., “Take care”). Cognitive support (ICC =
.94) included positive reappraisal, which were attempts to interpret the situation
from a more positive perspective (e.g., “Maybe it’s better that it happened now
than later when you’d have children”), putting the situation in perspective (e.g.,
“You will get over this eventually”), and a mixed category when the reappraisal
fit both categories (e.g., “Your relationship wasn’t so stable anymore anyway”).
Distraction (ICC = .84) included only one category reflecting any attempt to divert
attention away from the emotional situation, for example by suggesting unrelated
topics or activities (e.g., “Try to think about something else”). Suppression (ICC =
.76) was comprised of suppression of thoughts (e.g., “Try not to think about her
for now”), suppression of feelings (e.g., “Don’t let your emotions take over”),
suppression of expression (e.g., “Dry your tears”), and a mixed category of
suppression in case of ambiguity (e.g., “Get yourself together”; see Supplement
5.1 for the complete coding scheme, and Supplement 5.3 for more details on the
interrelations between the different types of regulation strategies).31

Results
Self-Reported Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Strategies
To test our hypotheses regarding the effect of regulatory demand and potential
moderation by film clip on self-reported regulation strategies, a Repeated
Measures ANOVA was conducted with Regulatory Demand (high vs. low) and
Film Clip (1 vs. 2) as between-subjects variables, and Self-Reported Regulation
Strategy (socio-affective support, cognitive support, suppression and distraction)
as within-subjects variable. All means and standard deviations are presented in
Table 2. Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been
violated, χ2(5) = 38.82, p < .001. Therefore, degrees of freedom were corrected using
Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (ε = .90).

For completeness, we additionally coded informational support, instrumental support, and
concentration (on feelings, causes, and implications), based on Gross’ (1998) process model and the
literature on social support (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Rimé, 2009). These categories fall beyond the scope of
this chapter, but the data are available upon request. Furthermore, participants also reported on the
emotions they thought their imagined friend was feeling (i.e., inferred emotions) as well as the emotions
they experienced themselves (see Supplement 5.2). Related analyses are reported in Supplement 5.3 and
5.4.
31
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Table 2.
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Self-Reported and Observed Socio-Affective Support,
Cognitive Support, Suppression and Distraction, split by Regulatory Demand and Film Clip
Socio-Affective
Support

Cognitive
Support

Suppression

Distraction

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Film Clip 1

6.21 (0.91)

4.12 (1.40)

2.48 (1.39)

3.74 (1.88)

Film Clip 2

6.20 (0.83)

4.11 (1.40)

2.81 (1.67)

3.63 (1.83)

Film Clip 1

5.69 (0.78)

4.14 (1.56)

5.14 (1.78)

4.77 (1.70)

Film Clip 2

6.01 (0.62)

3.99 (1.44)

4.70 (1.79)

4.78 (1.74)

6.03 (0.81)

4.09 (1.44)

3.76 (2.01)

4.22 (1.86)

Film Clip 1

11.18 (6.58)

1.79 (2.40)

0.21 (0.58)

0.61 (1.61)

Film Clip 2

12.40 (6.73)

2.66 (4.39)

0.68 (1.31)

0.77 (1.67)

Film Clip 1

9.40 (5.40)

2.26 (2.83)

1.52 (1.47)

3.52 (2.85)

Film Clip 2

11.72 (5.70)

2.69 (3.02)

2.22 (1.67)

3.41 (2.17)

11.19 (6.17)

2.36 (3.23)

1.14 (1.52)

2.05 (2.53)

Self-Reported Regulation Strategies
Low Regulatory Demand

High Regulatory Demand

Total
Observed Regulation Strategies
Low Regulatory Demand

High Regulatory Demand

Total

Note. Self-reported regulation strategies were rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot).
Observed regulation strategies denote the frequency of the observed employment of the different
regulation strategies, averaged across coders.

First, a main effect of Self-Reported Regulation Strategy appeared (F[2.69,
466.00] = 109.37, p < .001, ηp2 = .39). Participants overall indicated to have provided
more socio-affective support compared to cognitive support (F[1, 173] = 229.07, p
< .001, ηp2 = .57), suppression (F[1, 173] = 242.33, p < .001, ηp2 = .58), and distraction
(F[1, 173] = 141.22, p < .001, ηp2 = .45). Suppression was provided least frequently
compared to all other strategies (distraction: F[1, 173] = 17.27, p < .001, ηp2 = .09,
cognitive support: F[1, 173] = 5.18, p = .024, ηp2 = .03). Finally, there was no
difference between the degree of cognitive support and distraction (F[1, 173] =
0.86, p = .355, ηp2 = .01).
Second, as predicted, there was a significant interaction effect between SelfReported Regulation Strategy and Regulatory Demand (F[2.69, 466.00] = 38.15, p
< .001, ηp2 = .18). Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons showed that, in line
with our first hypothesis, regulatory demand significantly increased the selfreported use of suppression (F[1, 173] = 82.83, p < .001, ηp2 = .32) and distraction
(F[1, 173] = 16.48, p < .001, ηp2 = .09). Furthermore, in line with our second

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 113

114 | Chapter 5

hypothesis, those in the high regulatory demand condition reported to have
provided less socio-affective support compared to those in the low regulatory
demand condition (F[1, 173] = 8.79, p = .003, ηp2 = .05). However, Regulatory
Demand did not affect self-reported cognitive support (F[1, 173] = 0.06, p = .804,
ηp2 < .001). Finally, there were no significant effects of Film Clip, nor did it
moderate any of the other effects (all ps > .221).32
Observed Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Strategies
Because the observed regulation strategies concern frequencies, forming a
Poisson distribution, the assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and
sphericity were violated. Therefore, as a preliminary analysis, we conducted a
Friedman’s ANOVA to test whether we would replicate the observed main effect
of self-reported regulation strategies on a behavioral level. Indeed, there was a
significant difference in the observed use of the four regulation strategies, χ2(3) =
307.77, p < .001. Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons showed that, overall,
participants provided more socio-affective support compared to cognitive support
(T = 1.68, p < .001), suppression (T = 2.07, p < .001), and distraction (T = 1.70, p <
.001). Furthermore, suppression was provided least frequently compared to all
other strategies (cognitive support: T = 0.39, p = .029, distraction: T = -0.37, p =
.045). Finally, there was no significant difference between the provision of
cognitive support and distraction (T = 0.20, p = 1.000). Thus, these behavioral
results fully replicate the differences observed in participants’ self-reported
regulation strategies. All means and standard deviations are presented in Table 2.
Next, to test our hypotheses, we conducted four separate negative binomial
regression analyses using the summed frequencies observed by the two coders.33
Regulatory Demand, Film Clip and their interaction term were included as
predictors of socio-affective support, cognitive support, suppression and
distraction. To control for the total number of words participants used, a log linear
function of the word count was included as an offset variable, treating word count
as a covariate.

Controlling for gender yields the same pattern of findings, both when analyzing self-reported and
behavioral support provision. See Supplement 5.3 for additional analyses regarding the effect of gender.
33 To overcome the problem of overdispersion (i.e., variance larger than the mean) observed for socioaffective support, cognitive support, suppression and distraction, a set of negative binomial regression
analyses was conducted (see Coxe, West, & Aiken, 2009). For suppression and distraction, a zero-inflated
model was used, as Vuong’s test indicated that a zero-inflated negative binomial regression model fit
the data better than a negative binomial regression model (suppression: z = 2.38, p = .009, distraction: z
= -2.67, p = .004). This was not the case for socio-affective support (z = -0.48, p = .316) and cognitive
support (z = -1.68, p = .046). Additional indicators of model fit supported this conclusion. Finally,
because the negative binomial distribution is only suitable for count variables and thus integers, the
regression analyses were conducted using the summed (rather than averaged) frequencies observed by
the two coders.
32
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In line with our first hypothesis, participants in the high regulatory demand
condition employed more suppression (RR = 2.92, p < .001) and distraction (RR =
2.00, p < .001) compared to those in the low regulatory demand condition. The
Relative Risk (RR) indicates the relative probability of the occurrence of the
dependent measure. Thus, for example, it reflects that participants in the high
regulatory demand condition are predicted to engage in 2.92 times more
suppression attempts compared to those in the low regulatory demand condition.
Supporting our second hypothesis, participants in the high regulatory demand
condition provided less socio-affective support than those in the low regulatory
demand condition (RR = 0.69, p < .001). Contrary to our hypothesis, regulatory
demand did not affect the provision of cognitive support (RR = 0.98, p = .945).
Finally, replicating the self-report findings, Film Clip did not have a significant
effect, nor did it interact with regulatory demand to predict any of the outcomes
(all ps > .05).

Discussion
Main Findings and Theoretical Implications
We examined whether the regulatory demand of a situation impacts the way
others regulate the emotions of those who cry. Self-report and behavioral data
converged to show that, as hypothesized, when regulatory demand was high,
requiring immediate down-regulation, participants provided less socio-affective
support, but made more attempts to help the other disengage from the emotional
experience by encouraging suppression and distraction. Cognitive support
provision, however, was unaffected by regulatory demand. We replicated these
effects across two different film clips of crying episodes, suggesting that the effect
does not depend on the specific way in which a person cries.
These findings extend a growing body of research showing that individuals are
context-sensitive in the strategies they choose to employ to regulate their own
emotions (e.g., Aldao & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2012; Bonanno & Burton, 2013; English
et al., 2017; Troy et al., 2013). The current results show that people also take the
context into account when trying to regulate others’ negative emotions.
Furthermore, the present findings suggest that the motivation to engage with, or
disengage from, the emotional situation may underlie these effects. Greater
regulatory demand increased the use of disengaging strategies, and reduced the
provision of socio-affective support, a highly emotionally engaging strategy. The
fact that regulatory demand did not affect cognitive support provision may be
explained by a greater importance of the nature of the emotion-eliciting event (e.g.,
controllability), which may have masked any potential effects of regulatory
demand (see Troy et al., 2013). Furthermore, the general level of cognitive support
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provision was relatively low, which may be due to participants’ limited
background information about the protagonist and the event, rendering
reappraisal of the situation more challenging.
These findings have implications for effective regulation of others’ emotions.
On the one hand, the fact that participants adapted their regulation strategies to
situational demands suggests that participants were aware of situation-dependent
goals, and attuned their response accordingly. Given that we did not assess
participants’ regulatory goals, future research is needed to establish whether the
prioritization of short-term over long-term goals is actually underlying such
effects. Our manipulation check did show that participants indeed perceived a
greater need for immediate down-regulation in the high regulatory demand
condition. The increased use of disengaging strategies (i.e., suppression and
distraction) and decreased use of socio-affective support under high regulatory
demand may facilitate more instrumental goals (e.g., making a good impression
at a job interview), which are impeded by focusing on the experience of negative
emotions.
On the other hand, while distraction seems effective in bringing about
immediate relief (Webb et al., 2012), suppression may work counterproductively.
Research on intrapersonal emotion regulation has shown that suppression is
effective in down-regulating the expression of negative emotions, but it is
ineffective in reducing the experience of negative emotions (Webb et al., 2012). In
addition, it appears to negatively impact interaction partners, for example, by
increasing their physiological arousal (Butler et al., 2003). Furthermore, the use of
disengagement comes with long-term costs. Neither suppression nor distraction
allow for emotional processing, and thereby impair memory of the emotioneliciting event and impede long-term emotional recovery (Gross, 2002; Kross &
Ayduk, 2008; Sheppes & Meiran, 2008).
Similarly, encouraging others to engage in suppression has been argued to be
the most detrimental interpersonal emotion regulation strategy for the sharer
(Reeck et al., 2016). Interpersonal suppression can leave the sharer feeling worse
(Little, Kluemper, Nelson, & Ward, 2013). Specifically, they may conclude that
their emotions are not welcome or inappropriate, which may impede effective
coping behavior in the long run (e.g., reduced acknowledgement and reflection,
and increased avoidant coping; Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998;
Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy, 1996). The reduced socio-affective support provision
under high regulatory demand observed in the current study could even
aggravate these effects, given the additional lack of validation, which may reduce
feelings of social connection (Pauw et al., 2018). It should be noted, though, that
the overall levels of socio-affective support were still very high, which could
buffer some of the potential negative impact of increased suppression.
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While the use of disengaging emotion regulation strategies carries a danger of
impeding long-term recovery, we believe that disengagement need not always be
maladaptive (cf. Le & Impett, 2013; McRae, 2016). Instead, its effectiveness
depends on the situational demands and the regulatory goal that is adopted (e.g.,
immediate versus long-term down-regulation of negative effect, impression
management, preservation of relational harmony; Aldao, 2013; Bonanno &
Burton, 2013; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010; Le & Impett, 2013; Sheppes & Gross,
2013). Furthermore, the observed use of both engaging and disengaging strategies
may, in fact, be a healthy approach: Stroebe and Schut (1999) have proposed a dual
process model of healthy grieving that includes the flexible oscillation between
confronting and avoiding stressors associated with bereavement. Similarly,
Bonanno and Burton (2013) have argued that regulatory flexibility consists of
several components, including sensitivity to context, availability of a diverse
repertoire of regulatory strategies and responsiveness to feedback (see also
Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). The current study shows that – at least across
participants – providers seemed sensitive to context, and employed a wide variety
of regulation strategies. While participants could not adjust their support in
response to the sharer’s feedback, these findings hint at a potential for
interpersonal regulatory flexibility.
Strengths, Limitations and Future Directions
Overall, participants provided more socio-affective support compared to
cognitive support, suppression, and distraction. These findings are in line with the
idea that regulating others’ emotions may often disproportionally center around
socio-affective support. This may undermine long-term recovery due to its failure
to effectively change the experienced emotions (Pauw et al., 2019, 2018; Rimé,
2009). Nonetheless, these findings should be interpreted with caution, as the
abundance of socio-affective support in the present study may have been inflated
by a higher number of subcategories for socio-affective support compared to the
other categories. Furthermore, experimental constraints such as the absent
opportunity to engage in an actual interaction, as well the lack of background
information on the protagonists’ situation may have favored certain regulation
strategies over alternatives that would be accessible in real life (e.g., physical
contact). Finally, social desirability may also have contributed to the high level of
socio-affective support provision, given that it is considered a normative response
(see Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé, & Verduyn, 2013).
Another limitation of the present study is the use of an imaginary context,
which may have impacted participants’ emotion regulation strategies in several
ways. First, the support behaviors may have been limited to the specific context of
infidelity. People’s regulation preferences differ depending on the emotion that
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the shared situation elicits (Pauw et al., 2018) – something support providers may
be aware of and tune their support to. It should be noted, however, that the current
situation in fact elicited a wide range of emotions as perceived by the participant
(e.g., sadness, despair, worry), and thus should have invited a relatively broad
scope of regulation strategies. Second, participants considered the situation a
highly appropriate reason to cry. Consequently, the current findings may not
generalize to situations in which crying is deemed less appropriate. In such cases,
support providers may be less motivated to provide socio-affective support, and
instead stimulate greater disengagement (cf. Fischer, 2006; Hendriks et al., 2008).
Importantly, however, while the specific theme of the situation may have shaped
the baseline levels of support provision in the current study, our results speak to
an effect of regulatory demand on the relative use of the different forms of support.
Future research should replicate the current findings in a more naturalistic
interactive setting, ideally across a wider range of emotional situations.
Furthermore, future research examining multiple modalities of support
provision is warranted. The present study focused on verbal support provision,
which has been found to be a more important predictor of positive outcomes of
support interactions than non-verbal support (Bodie, Vickery, Cannava, & Jones,
2015; Jones & Guerrero, 2001). Nevertheless, studying tone of voice and other nonverbal behaviors (e.g., physical touch, nodding) may further elucidate the nuances
of support provision, as well as perceptions of supportive behavior. For example,
silence on the part of the support provider may be experienced as very supportive
when accompanied by eye contact, nodding, and other cues indicating active
listening (Bodie & Jones, 2012; Bodie, Vickery, & Gearhart, 2013; Coan & Gottman,
2007).
Finally, it should be noted that the nature of our sample was restricted to
mainly women, whereas our videos depicted men crying. Despite conventional
wisdom suggesting gender effects regarding both the target of support provision,
as well as the provider of support, we do not believe the unbalanced gender
distribution (which is quite common in studies involving psychology students as
participants) threatens our interpretation of the current findings for several
reasons. First, participant (i.e., ‘provider’) gender was equally distributed across
the experimental conditions, precluding gender to form an alternative explanation
of the observed effects. Second, participant gender did not moderate any of the
observed effects, suggesting that regulatory demand similarly impacted men and
women’s use of interpersonal emotion regulation strategies. Third, while women
reported to have provided somewhat more socio-affective support and less
distraction, behavioral observations in fact evidenced no difference, suggesting
that if anything, gender-stereotypical beliefs guided participants’ self-reports, but
not their behaviors. Finally, regarding the support target’s gender, recent research
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suggests that context and appropriateness of the crying are more important than
gender in determining how people respond to those who cry (Vingerhoets &
Bylsma, 2016; Warner & Shields, 2007). More specifically, people consider it
equally appropriate for men and women to cry in response to severe situations,
such as the break-up of a romance (Fischer, Manstead, Timmers, & Valk, 2004;
Zammuner, 2000). The extremely high levels of perceived appropriateness of
crying in the present study further underline our belief that the gender of the
support target does not threaten the generalizability of our findings.
Importantly, despite the limitations associated with the experimental nature of
the present study, we also believe its strengths merit some attention. With the
current approach, we aimed to combine the best of both worlds. On the one hand,
we manipulated the regulatory demand of the situation, a methodological
approach we deemed necessary in order to study the interpersonal emotion
regulation strategies that people employ in response to a particular context, yet in
the absence of the support seeker’s responsive behaviors. On the other hand, to
increase ecological validity, we used videos showing people naturally crying.
Furthermore, we had participants actually provide support, albeit in a lab-based
setting, and coded their actual use of different emotion regulation strategies;
thereby going beyond frequently employed methods such as self-reported past or
imagined emotion regulation.
Concluding Remarks
In conclusion, while previous research has shown that context impacts the
strategies people choose to employ when regulating their own emotions (e.g.,
English et al., 2017), the present study contributes to the literature on emotion
regulation by showing that context also shapes the way people try to downregulate others’ negative emotions. Despite the overall effectiveness associated
with the different types of regulation strategies, individuals seem to be aware that
what works in one situation may not work in another, and act accordingly.
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Appendix A: Crying Stimuli

Figure A1. Screenshot of Film Clip 1

Figure A2. Screenshot of Film Clip 2
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Appendix B: Self-Reported Support Provision
In order to assess self-reported support provision, participants were given the
following instructions: “Looking back at what you said and how you responded,
to what extent did you want to..”, after which they rated 12 items tapping into
socio-affective support, cognitive support, suppression and distraction. A promax
rotated exploratory factor analysis using principle axis factoring indeed yielded
three factors. All items including their component loadings are presented in Table
B1 below. Please note that these concern translations of the originally Dutch items.
Table B1. Factor Loadings of all Items Assessing Self-Reported Support Provision Loading above .3 onto
Three Factors: Disengagement, Cognitive Support and Socio-Affective Support

Factor 1:
Disengagement

Factor 2:
Cognitive
support

Factor 3:
Socio-affective
support

1.

Help him to think about something else

.86

-.04

.04

2.

Tell him not to think about it

.84

-.03

-.06

3.

Distract him

.79

-.02

.09

4.

Help him to suppress his emotions

.67

.05

-.04

5.

Help him to obtain a different perspective on
the situation

.15

.80

-.04

6.

Put what occurred into perspective

<.01

.69

-.04

7.

Provide an outside perspective

.12

.68

.03

8.

Help him to find meaning in what occurred

-.28

.63

.09

9.

Provide support

.09

-.02

.72

-.02

-.06

.71

11. Comfort him

.01

.05

.70

12. Convey understanding

-.05

.06

.64

10. Show empathy
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Chapter 6
The Avatar Will See You Now:
Emotional and Social Responses to Support from a Virtual
Human

Summary
When in emotional distress, people often seek social support. For support to benefit
emotional recovery, the listener should stimulate adaptive reappraisals of the event.
Unfortunately, however, support is not always available, and when available, not
always effective. Furthermore, sharers typically show a strong preference for socioaffective support (comforting, validation), and are less receptive to cognitive support
(reappraisal). In the present study, we examined virtual humans’ potential as an
alternative route through which effective support may be provided. To assess people’s
willingness to accept cognitive support from a virtual human, we therefore compared
the evaluation of socio-affective versus cognitive support. Participants (N = 115) shared
two personal emotional experiences with a virtual human, who provided either socioaffective or cognitive support via the Wizard-of-Oz method (i.e., a human-operated
avatar). We found that the provision of cognitive support was experienced as equally
helpful in coping with the emotional experience as socio-affective support, and led to
a similar level of experienced interpersonal closeness and desire to interact with the
virtual human again. Furthermore, both support types made sharers feel better and
reduced experienced emotional intensity relating to the upsetting event. These
findings suggest that interacting with a virtual human may be a way to overcome
sharers’ resistance to cognitive support, which should be conducive to emotional
recovery. Different explanations of these findings are discussed.

This chapter is based on:
Pauw, L. S., Sauter, D. A., Van Kleef, G. A., Gratch, J., & Fischer, A. H. (in prep). The
avatar will see you now: Emotional and social responses to support from a virtual
human. Manuscript in preparation.
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Introduction
When people are in emotional distress, they often have the urge to share their
emotions with others, a phenomenon that has been termed social sharing (Rimé,
2009; Rimé et al., 1998). Indeed, social sharing is a frequently employed means of
regulating one’s emotions: By talking to others, sharers can elicit support that
might facilitate their coping (Rimé, 2009). However, sometimes people may not
feel comfortable sharing their personal issues with others, for example when it
concerns highly stigmatized issues, such as HIV, psychiatric problems, or physical
disabilities (Smart & Wegner, 2000). Others lack friends, or their friends may have
grown tired of listening to the same issues over and over again (Forest, Kille,
Wood, & Holmes, 2014). In these cases, it can be useful to talk to a therapist who
is uninvolved in the person’s life and who can provide professional help.
Unfortunately, however, even if people can overcome the stigma sometimes
associated with talking to a therapist and are willing to discuss their personal
issues with them, therapists are not always accessible. Therapists can be
expensive, sometimes located far away, and often have waiting lists of several
months, sometimes even up to years (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; Johnson et al., 2007).
In light of these problems, both public and scientific interest in building virtual
humans is growing (Markoff & Mozur, 2015; Romeo, 2016). Virtual humans are
computer-generated characters that respond to words and non-verbal behavior in
human-like ways, using emotional expressions, language, and body language
(Gratch et al., 2002), and can provide an alternative or complementary online form
of support that is available at all times.
In order to effectively reduce people’s experience of negative emotions, three
conditions need to be met (Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Greenberg, 2004; Rimé,
2009): First, those sharing their emotions – henceforth ‘sharers’ – need to be willing
to disclose an emotionally upsetting event. Second, when doing so, they should
focus on their thoughts and feelings regarding the emotionally upsetting event,
rather than, for example, merely the facts of the situation. And third, the listener,
or support provider, should facilitate adaptive ways of reinterpreting (i.e.,
reappraising) this event. As outlined below, prior work suggests that these first
two boundary conditions can be fulfilled when sharing with virtual humans –
sometimes even to a greater extent than when sharing among humans. Our study
was designed to examine whether virtual humans can also fulfill the third
boundary condition: We tested how sharers respond to virtual humans’ attempts
to help the sharer reappraise the situation, and whether they perceive this to be
helpful.
In examining this question, we draw on theories of social sharing, which outline
how people can help reduce others’ emotional distress. Generally, two primary
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types of support have been distinguished: socio-affective and cognitive support
(Rimé, 2009). Socio-affective support includes comfort, validation, and
understanding, while cognitive support is directed at changing the way the other
thinks about the situation by recreating meaning and reappraisal (Rimé, 2009). As
such, cognitive support provision constitutes a way to fulfill the third condition
for effective sharing: facilitating adaptive ways of reinterpreting the emotional
event. Yet, prior research has shown that sharers generally have a strong and
consistent preference for socio-affective support (Duprez, Christophe, Rimé,
Congard, & Antoine, 2014; Pauw, Sauter, Van Kleef, & Fischer, 2019; Pauw, Sauter,
Van Kleef, & Fischer, 2018), which might render them unreceptive to cognitive
support (Marigold et al., 2014). In the current study, we investigated virtual
humans’ potential as an alternative route through which cognitive support may
be effectively provided. People may have different expectations of virtual humans
when receiving different types of support, for example because they do not ascribe
them the mental capacity to experience empathy (Gray et al., 2007). We therefore
examined whether sharers give virtual humans more leeway in providing
cognitive support, which has been typically shown to be perceived as less
desirable and less normative than socio-affective support in interactions between
humans. First, we describe previous research illustrating how sharing with virtual
humans fulfills the first two conditions of effective social sharing, that is, people
are willing to disclose an upsetting situation and their associated thoughts and
feelings to virtual humans. Second, we discuss why sharing with a virtual human
may be a promising way to fulfill the third condition, that of facilitating
reappraisal.
Sharing with a Virtual Human Fosters Willingness to Disclose Emotions
In order for people to be willing to share and discuss sensitive issues, a safe and
non-threatening conversational environment is required (Burleson & Goldsmith,
1998; Greenberg, 2004). By creating anonymity and rapport, virtual humans can
provide a safe environment in which people feel comfortable sharing their
negative emotions. When interacting with another human, sharers may be faced
with self-presentational concerns: by sharing their emotions, they may come
across as weak, and thereby risk being ridiculed, rejected, or stigmatized (Burleson
& Goldsmith, 1998; Derks, Fischer, & Bos, 2008). When talking to a computer,
however, these risks are nullified (Caplan & Turner, 2007). Several studies have
shown that, compared to those who believed they were interacting with a humanoperated computer, participants who believed they were interacting with a
computer reported lower fear of self-disclosure, as well as lower impression
management, displayed their sadness more intensely, and were rated by observers
as more willing to disclose (Gratch, Lucas, King, & Morency, 2014; Lucas et al.,
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2014, 2017). These benefits of talking to a virtual human seemed to be driven by
sharers feeling anonymous and not judged. For example, Pickard and colleagues
(Pickard, Roster, & Chen, 2016) found that people preferred to talk to a virtual
human (rather than to a human) when discussing highly sensitive information,
but not when discussing information rated low in sensitivity – the reason for their
differential preference being that they did not feel judged by a virtual human. In
a similar vein, Kang and Gratch (2010) found that especially those who were
socially anxious benefitted from talking to a virtual human, again underlining the
potential of virtual humans to buffer self-presentational concerns and thereby
create a safe environment.
Complementing this line of work, recent research suggests that virtual humans
are also able to create a feeling of rapport – another key ingredient contributing to
people’s willingness to disclose negative emotions (Burgoon & Le Poire, 1999;
Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Clark & Finkel, 2005). By using non-verbal behaviors
such as positive facial expressions, encouraging head nods, and posture changes
that are contingent upon the human sharer, virtual humans bring about subjective
feelings and behavioral consequences associated with rapport, such as less tension
and embarrassment, and greater feelings of closeness and trust (Gratch, Kang, &
Wang, 2013; Kang, Gratch, Wang, & Watt, 2008; Wang & Gratch, 2010).
Furthermore, by using verbal techniques such as social dialogue, empathic
responding, and reciprocal self-disclosure, virtual humans may similarly foster
feelings of rapport and trust (e.g., Bickmore & Picard, 2005; Birnbaum et al., 2016b,
2016a; Hoffman, Birnbaum, Vanunu, Sass, & Reis, 2014; Liu & Sundar, 2018).
Together, these studies thus suggest that virtual humans are capable of fulfilling
the first two conditions for effective social support: People are willing to disclose
personally upsetting events and feel comfortable talking about their negative
thoughts and feelings with virtual humans.
Can Sharing with a Virtual Human Foster Reappraisal?
A third condition for effective emotional recovery to occur concerns the
listener’s facilitation of more adaptive appraisals of the situation (i.e., reappraisals;
Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Rimé, 2009). By helping the sharer take a different
perspective on the situation – for example, by encouraging a more positive view
on the situation – sharers can be helped to change the way they think about the
situation, which changes the emotions that the situation elicits (Dobkin et al., 2004;
Nils & Rimé, 2012; Panzarella et al., 2006; Rimé, 2009). Speaking to its potential for
bringing about emotional recovery, reappraisal has generally been found to be the
most adaptive way of regulating one’s own emotions (Webb et al., 2012).
Furthermore, reappraisal lies at the heart of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT),
which is successful in treating a wide variety of disorders characterized by
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emotion regulation impairments (for a review of meta-analyses, Butler, Chapman,
Forman, & Beck, 2006; Hofmann, Asnaani, Vonk, Sawyer, & Fang, 2012).
Furthermore, research on social sharing has shown that whereas socio-affective
support has been found to increase temporary feelings of relief, perceived
understanding, and closeness to the listener, cognitive support is generally more
conducive to bringing about long-term emotional recovery (Batenburg & Das,
2014; Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé, & Verduyn, 2013; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal,
Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Morelli, Lee, Arnn, & Zaki, 2015; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Pauw
et al., 2018; Rimé, 2009).
While cognitive support provision may thus be a way to fulfill the third
boundary condition for effective sharing, prior research has shown that sharers
generally have a strong and consistent preference for socio-affective support
(Duprez et al., 2014; Pauw et al., 2019, 2018). Furthermore, socio-affective support
provision is highly normative (Brans et al., 2013; Pauw, Sauter, Van Kleef, &
Fischer, in press). Listeners who provide socio-affective support are also more
popular than those who tend to provide cognitive support – an effect that may be
explained by sharers appraising cognitive support as a challenge to their existing
views of the emotional situation (Niven, Garcia, van der Löwe, Holman, &
Mansell, 2015). Similarly, there is evidence suggesting that sharers seek socioaffective support also when sharing with a virtual human. For example, chatbots
that displayed sympathy and empathy when giving advice about a sensitive
personal issue (e.g., by validating the negativity of the situation) were perceived
as more supportive compared to those that provided merely unemotional advice
(Liu & Sundar, 2018). Furthermore, a set of studies in which participants interacted
with a social robot showed that participants preferred interacting with a robot that
reacted responsively (non-verbal signs of attentive listening and verbal validation
of participants’ feelings) rather than unresponsively (neither non-verbal nor
verbal feedback; Birnbaum et al., 2016b, 2016a; Hoffman, Birnbaum, Vanunu, Sass,
& Reis, 2014): Participants felt more understood, validated and cared for, engaged
in greater non-verbal approach behaviors (e.g., leaning forward, eye contact,
smiling), and were more motivated to have the robot as a companion in stressful
periods. In sum, these findings show that sharers prefer emotional and empathic
support over non-responsive, unemotional support, even from virtual humans.
The question, then, is whether sharers are open to cognitive support when
provided by a virtual human, or whether they would, like with human interaction
partners, prefer socio-affective support. The findings outlined above indeed
suggest that people appreciate socio-affective support from virtual humans.
However, people do make important distinctions between humans and virtual
humans (see De Melo & Gratch, 2015), and consequently may have different
(support) expectations when sharing with a virtual human. Given that people
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generally only ascribe the ability to feel and experience to humans but hardly to
machines (Gray et al., 2007), people may not expect virtual humans to be highly
empathic and to provide support the way they expect from human listeners. This
may lead to a less pronounced preference for socio-affective support over
cognitive support. Indeed, while not directly studying people’s support
expectations of virtual humans, there is work suggesting that because people have
lower expectations of virtual humans’ mental abilities, they expect lower levels of
empathy and are more forgiving of ‘insensitive’ behaviors. For example, people
expect robots to be worse at ‘emotional’ tasks (Waytz & Norton, 2014), are more
willing to accept unfair offers from computers than from humans (Sanfey, Rilling,
Aronson, Nystrom, & Cohen, 2003), and hold robots less (morally) accountable for
making mistakes than humans (e.g., erroneoulsy depriving participants of prize
money they had won; Kahn et al., 2012). Furthermore, when believing they were
interacting with a computer (compared to a human), people were much more
forgiving of the other’s low interactivity (i.e., degree of acknowledgment and
awareness of participants' prior responses; Go & Sundar, 2019). Thus, given the
(perceived) non-judgmental and non-emotional nature of virtual humans, people
may be fairly forgiving of less sensitive and normative support, leading them to
be relatively accepting of cognitive support.
Some indirect evidence for the potential for virtual humans to provide effective
cognitive support and thereby facilitate reappraisals comes from recently
developed chatbots and other text-based smartphone interventions employing a
wide variety of treatments, including the use of CBT principles (Fitzpatrick, Darcy,
& Vierhile, 2017; Hoermann, McCabe, Milne, & Calvo, 2017; Inkster, Sarda, &
Subramanian, 2018; Ly, Ly, & Andersson, 2017). For example, several prototypes
for treating depression and anxiety have shown moderate success (Fitzpatrick et
al., 2017; Fulmer, Joerin, Gentile, Lakerink, & Rauws, 2018; Inkster et al., 2018).
However, given that these apps did not focus solely on CBT, but employed mixed
methods (e.g., dialectical behavior therapy, motivational interviewing, positive
behavior support, behavioral reinforcement, mindfulness), these findings are not
conclusive regarding people’s receptiveness to reappraisal: It is possible that other
aspects of chatbots’ responses were driving the positive outcomes. Furthermore,
most of these apps were used for treating clinical symptoms. We were interested
in examining whether a virtual human might foster effective non-clinical social
sharing of the kind one would engage in in daily life with friends, family, or a
therapist. And finally, previous studies have employed text-based conversational
agents. Our aim was to examine how people experience sharing with a virtual
human with whom they engage in an actual face-to-face interaction, thereby being
a somewhat closer approximation of what real-life conversations may look like.
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The Present Study
In sum, the first two conditions of effective social sharing can be fulfilled when
sharing with virtual humans: (1) They create a safe environment for sharers to
disclose sensitive information by fostering anonymity while simultaneously
establishing rapport, and (2) sharers feel comfortable talking about their feelings
and emotions in response to questions about the emotion-eliciting event. The
present study aimed to examine how (human) sharers experience virtual humans’
attempts to fulfill the third boundary condition: the provision of cognitive support
in order to facilitate adaptive reappraisals of the situation. We compared sharers’
responses to cognitive support with their responses to socio-affective support.
Previous research and theoretical arguments inform two competing hypotheses:
On the one hand, we may expect that sharers prefer socio-affective over cognitive
support from virtual humans, as has been found when sharing with other humans.
On the other hand, there may be no differences in the preference for these two
types of support provided by virtual humans, given people’s different
expectations from virtual humans.
To examine these competing hypotheses, 115 participants engaged in social
sharing with a virtual human who provided either socio-affective or cognitive
support. Participants had two conversations: One in which they shared a situation
that made them feel angry and one in which they shared a situation that made
them feel worried. The virtual human provided support through the Wizard-ofOz paradigm, a frequently used method in computer-human interactions
(Dahlbäck, Jönsson, & Ahrenberg, 1993), in which participants are implicitly led
to believe they are interacting with a computer, whereas in reality the avatar is
controlled by a human experimenter (“wizard”). Rather than employing an
automated agent, we used this procedure to ensure that any differences between
the conditions would not be due to possible limitations of the dialogue systems.
Depending on their assigned experimental condition, participants received either
socio-affective or cognitive support across both conversations. Afterwards, we
assessed emotional intensity, perceived helpfulness and relational closeness with
the avatar. As such, the present study allowed us to examine to what extent people
are receptive to cognitive support from a virtual human, by testing whether these
two different forms of support have differential emotional and relational
consequences.

Method
Participants
A total of 115 participants (Mage = 41.0, SD = 12.6; 50% male) were recruited via
Craigslist in Los Angeles, United States. 45.2% of the participants identified
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themselves as White/Caucasian, 30.4% identified themselves as Black/African
American, 13.9% identified themselves as Asian/Pacific Islander, and 11.3%
identified themselves as Hispanic American. Five participants had partially
missing data because they did not have anything to discuss that they were either
worried (2 participants) or angry (3 participants) about. Two participants ended
up talking about a different event than what they had initially recalled, such that
their pre-sharing measures did not correspond to the same event as their postsharing measures, thereby also resulting in some missing data for one out of their
two conversations. Finally, one participant failed to fill out one item (post-sharing
measure of (anger) emotional intensity). The data of these participants could still
be analyzed for at least one out of two conversations and they were therefore only
excluded from those analyses for which they had missing data.
Procedure
Upon arrival, participants were told that they would share two personal issues
with our virtual agent Julie. Depending on their randomly assigned order
condition, participants were first instructed to recall either a situation that still
worried them or that still made them angry. These two emotion conditions were
included in order to create variance in support needs. Previous research has found
that different emotions are associated with different support preferences: Whereas
anger is linked to a strong preference for socio-effective support, worry has been
associated with a desire for both socio-affective and cognitive support (Pauw et
al., 2018). Before sharing, participants started the survey on an iPad, and were
asked to write down the most important details of the situation, after which they
answered questions about the event, including their experienced emotions. Next,
they were instructed to call Julie by calling her name. Julie, the avatar, then
appeared on a large screen in front of them, looking like a middle-aged woman
sitting in a chair similar to a therapy setting (see Figure 1). Julie was controlled in
real time by the experimenter.
In the first conversation, a short rapport-building phase was included in which
Julie asked several introductory questions (e.g., “Where are you from originally?”;
“Do you consider yourself more shy or outgoing?”) in order for participants to get
acquainted with talking to Julie. This also allows for building rapport, which has
been shown to positively affect self-disclosure (Lucas et al., 2014). Then Julie
prompted the participant to tell her something about their anger (or worry)
evoking experience. Depending on the experimental condition, participants
would receive three instances of either socio-affective or cognitive support
provision. In order to standardize the conversations across participants, each
conversation included three questions related to the emotional experience, and
three instances of support provision by Julie. If a participant spoke too little to
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allow contingent support provision, they were additionally prompted. After three
rounds of support provision, Julie redirected participants back to the survey on
their iPad. Participants then answered questions about their experienced
emotional intensity, perceived support, perceived benefits and experienced
closeness to Julie.
Next, participants went through another round of recall (i.e., an anger or worry
evoking situation), a second conversation with Julie, and the same pre- and postconversational measures. This time, however, after welcoming the participant
back to the conversation, Julie directly prompted participants for the second
emotional situation, rather than first engaging in small talk as was done in the
initial rapport-building phase. At the end of the survey, participants answered
some control questions regarding their experience of talking to a virtual human,
and several demographic questions. Finally, as a behavioral measure of
participants’ willingness to interact with Julie further, participants were asked
whether, while waiting until the experimenter ensured payment, they would
prefer to fill out another survey or to talk to Julie some more. After indicating their
preference, they were told that they in fact did not have to wait and could call the
experimenter. In total, participation on average took about 25 minutes.34

Figure 1. Screenshot of our Virtual Human Julie.

Additionally, before each conversation, we obtained background information regarding the shared
event (e.g., recency, previous sharing, appraisals). We also included post-conversational ratings of
desired support (see Supplemental Materials), interpersonal alerting and participants’ previous
experience with talking to a virtual human. These data fall outside the scope of this chapter, but are
available upon request.
34
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Design and Materials
This study involved a 2 (Support Type: Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support)
x 2 (Emotion: Anger vs. Worry) x 2 (Emotion Order) mixed design. Participants
were asked to share both an anger and worry evoking situation (within subjects)
in randomized order (between subjects) and received one of the two types of
support (between subjects).
Emotion recall
Participants were asked to recall both an anger and worry-evoking situation. More
specifically, for anger, participants were asked to think of an issue they had with
a friend or family member that still made them feel angry, and that had not yet
been resolved. For worry, participants were instructed to think of an issue
involving their work, finances or health that still made them feel worried, and that
had not yet been resolved. We included these instructions in order to facilitate the
construction of a repertoire of supportive responses that would fit any stories
within these themes. Furthermore, in order to create variance and differentiate
anger and worry instances, anger targeted a social situation, whereas worry did
not. Participants were asked to take a moment to write down the most important
details of the situation in order to recall what it was that made them so angry or
worried.
Support provision
Participants received three instances of either socio-affective or cognitive support.
These instances were taken from separate repertoires of socio-affective and
cognitive support that were established before data collection and tailored to the
specific emotion. All responses were recordings of a human voice. Socio-affective
support consisted of sentences expressing sympathy (e.g. “I’m sorry to hear that”),
and validation of the participants’ emotional experience (e.g. “You have every
right to be angry with them”), their appraisals (e.g. “That’s so unfair”) or difficulty
of the situation itself (e.g. “It’s stressful not knowing how things will turn out”).
Cognitive support was always directed at reappraising the situation by either
trying to find a more positive way of looking at the situation, or by putting it in
perspective. This was done by trying to minimize the situation (e.g. “Maybe you
don’t need to assume the worst”), pointing the participant to the changeability of
their feelings (e.g. “Maybe you won’t continue to feel this way”) or of the situation
(e.g. “Maybe with time they’ll come around”), or by providing a silver lining (e.g.
“It sounds like you’re learning though”). Furthermore, an additional form of
cognitive support for anger included the provision of another perspective by
minimizing the wrongdoer’s bad intentions (e.g. “They probably didn’t mean any
harm”) or foreknowledge (e.g. “Maybe they didn’t realize how much it affects
you”).
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Manipulation check: Perceived support
In order to assess whether participants were sensitive to the kind of support they
received, after each conversation, they rated their perceived support using a 100point slider bar (0 = not at all, 100 = very much). Socio-affective support was
measured using four items (e.g. “Julie was empathic”; anger α = .94, worry α =
.93). Cognitive support similarly was measured using four items (e.g. “Julie tried
to help me look at the situation from a different perspective”; anger α = .93, worry
α = .95). All items can be found in Appendix A.
Emotional experience
Participants rated their experience of anger, worry, guilt, shame, fear and sadness
on a slider ranging from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very much) when thinking back at the
recalled event and before sharing the emotional situation. This allowed us to test
whether participants indeed experienced the target emotion most strongly (i.e.,
manipulation check of emotion recall). In order to assess the potential effect of
support provision on participants’ emotional experience, participants rated their
experience of the target emotion again after sharing. In addition, before and after
each conversation, participants rated their general affect on a scale from -5 (very
negative) to +5 (very positive).
Perceived benefits
Perceived benefits were measured using three questions asking the extent to
which participants felt that the conversation had made them feel better, helped
them deal with the situation better, and reduced their negative emotions
regarding the specific event (anger α = .91, worry α = .92). All items were rated on
a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).
Interpersonal closeness
To assess experienced closeness, after each conversation, participants rated how
connected they felt to Julie on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).
Desire to interact with Julie
At the end of the study, participants were told they would need to wait five
minutes until the experimenter could finish up the study and arrange payment.
They were asked whether they preferred to talk to Julie a bit more, or to fill out
another survey. Choosing to talk to Julie was considered a behavioral indicator of
a greater desire to interact with Julie further.
Control questions
Participants were asked several control questions regarding their overall
experience talking to Julie. They were asked to what extent it bothered them that
the conversation had been video recorded (M = 2.20, SD = 1.54); How similar this
conversation was to a conversation they normally have in their daily life (M = 3.83,
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SD = 1.61); Whether they found it difficult to talk about their personal situations
with Julie (M = 2.48, SD = 1.61); How well they thought Julie did as an
conversational partner (M = 4.58, SD = 1.57). All questions were answered on a 7point Likert scale (1 = not at all | not well at all, 7 = very much | very well). Overall,
these questions revealed that participants had a relatively positive experience
sharing with Julie.35

Results
Manipulation Check: Emotion Recall
To verify whether participants indeed experienced more anger when recalling
an anger experience, and more worry when recalling a worry-evoking situation,
we conducted a 2 (Emotion Condition: Anger vs. Worry) x 6 (Experienced
Emotion: Anger, Worry, Sadness, Fear, Guilt and Shame) Repeated Measures
ANOVA with both factors varying within subjects. Mauchly’s test indicated that
the assumption of sphericity had been violated, χ2 (14) = 60.13, p < .001. Therefore,
degrees of freedom were corrected using Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (ε =
.85). Main effects were observed for Emotion Condition (F[1, 107] = 11.50, p = .001,
ηp2 =.10), as well as Experienced Emotion (F[4.23, 107] = 63.09, p < .001, ηp2 =.37).
More importantly, a significant interaction was observed between Emotion
Condition and Experienced Emotion (F[4.23, 107] = 67.17, p < .001, ηp2 =.39). All
means and standard deviations are displayed in Table 1.
Table 1
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Emotional Intensity Ratings of Experienced Emotions split
by Emotion Condition (Conversation)

Emotion Condition (Conversation)
Anger

Worry

M (SD)

M (SD)

Anger

70.87 (28.48)

36.99 (34.10)

Worry

38.95 (32.59)

73.13 (26.05)

Guilt

21.37 (28.98)

30.02 (33.79)

Shame

22.50 (30.16)

27.08 (31.58)

Fear

23.50 (31.35)

58.35 (31.75)

Sadness

51.38 (33.69)

49.38 (33.92)

Experienced Emotions

Ratings on these control questions did not differ as a function of support condition (F[4, 108] = 0.41, p
= .802, ηp2 =.02), order condition (F[4, 108] = 0.34, p = .852, ηp2 =.01), or their interaction (F[4, 108] = 0.95,
p = .437, ηp2 =.03).
35
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Simple main effect analyses showed a significant effect of Emotion Condition
on anger (F[1, 107] = 99.19, p < .001, ηp2 =.48), indicating that those in the anger
condition experienced more intense anger compared to those in the worry
condition. Furthermore, Emotion Condition had a significant effect on worry (F[1,
107] = 77.40, p < .001, ηp2 =.42), indicating that those in the worry condition
experienced more intense worry compared to those in the anger condition.
Moreover, pairwise comparisons showed that within the anger condition, anger
was experienced more intensely compared to all other emotions (all p’s < .001).
Similarly, within the worry condition, worry was experienced more intensely
compared to all other emotions (all p’s < .001). In sum, these findings demonstrate
that our manipulation of emotion succeeded.
Manipulation Check: Support Provision
In order to test whether participants in the socio-affective support condition
indeed felt they had received more socio-affective support, and participants in the
cognitive support condition felt they had received more cognitive support, a
Repeated Measures ANOVA was conducted with Support Condition (SocioAffective vs. Cognitive Support) as a between-subjects variable, and Perceived
Support (Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support) and Emotion Condition (Anger
vs. Worry) as within-subjects variables. There was a main effect of Perceived
Support (F[1, 108] = 144.32, p < .001, ηp2 = .57), and Support Condition (F[1, 108] =
8.90, p = .004, ηp2 = .08). These effects were qualified by a significant interaction
between Support Condition and Perceived Support (F[1, 108] = 33.15, p < .001, ηp2
= .24).
Contrary to our expectations, simple main effect analyses showed that there
was no significant effect of Support Condition on perceived socio-affective
support (F[1, 108] = 0.11, p = .740, ηp2 < .01). Thus, regardless of the type of support
that was provided by Julie, participants perceived an equally high amount of
socio-affective support (see Table 2 for all means and standard deviations). For
perceived cognitive support, however, simple main effect analyses showed that
there was a significant effect of Support Condition (F[1, 108] = 23.00, p < .001, ηp2
= .18). In line with our expectations, those in the cognitive support condition
perceived a significantly higher amount of cognitive support compared to those
in the socio-affective support condition.36 Finally, there was no significant threeway interaction between Support Type, Support Condition and Emotion
Condition (F[1, 108] = 0.53, p = .470, ηp2 = .01), indicating that our findings did not

There was no main effect of Emotion Condition, F(1, 108) = 0.29, p = .589, ηp2 < .01. Furthermore, there
was no significant interaction between Support Condition and Emotion Condition, F(1, 108) = 0.38, p =
.542, ηp2 < .01.
36
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vary depending on Emotion Condition.37 In sum, our manipulation was thus
partially successful: While participants experienced an equally high degree of
socio-affective support across both support conditions, they did experience
significantly more cognitive support when Julie provided cognitive support.
Table 2
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Perceived Support, Perceived Benefits, Closeness, Emotional
Intensity and General Affect split by Support Condition and Emotion Condition.
Support Condition
Socio-Affective Support

Cognitive Support

Anger

Worry

Anger

Worry

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Socio-Affective Support

68.73 (26.87)

69.09 (26.63)

68.42 (25.34)

72.43 (24.30)

Cognitive Support

32.99 (28.58)

32.38 (29.17)

57.65 (30.13)

57.70 (30.50)

Perceived Support

Perceived Benefits

3.57 (1.66)

3.74 (1.75)

4.08 (1.62)

4.19 (1.70)

Closeness to Julie

4.20 (1.75)

3.96 (1.73)

4.29 (1.63)

4.54 (1.68)

Emotional Intensity of Target Emotion
Before Sharing

70.74 (25.87)

74.06 (24.93)

70.61 (31.18)

73.11 (26.75)

After Sharing

50.43 (26.84)

52.02 (26.17)

38.91 (27.86)

49.57 (30.04)

Before Sharing

0.74 (2.69)

0.41 (2.57)

0.22 (2.45)

0.63 (2.59)

After Sharing

1.67 (2.19)

1.56 (2.26)

1.54 (2.02)

2.17 (1.85)

General Affect

Effect of Support Condition and Emotion on Perceived Benefits
In order to examine whether the provision of socio-affective versus cognitive
support differentially impacted participants’ perceived benefits, a 2 (Support
Condition: Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support) x 2 (Emotion Condition: Anger
vs. Worry) Repeated Measures ANOVA was conducted, with Support Condition
as a between-subjects variable, Emotion Condition as a within-subjects variable,
and perceived benefits as the dependent variable. No main effect of Support
Condition was observed (F[1, 108] = 2.75, p = .100, ηp2 =.03), indicating that the
provision of socio-affective and cognitive support similarly impacted perceived
benefits. Furthermore, there was no effect of Emotion Condition (F[1, 108] = 1.08,
p = .300, ηp2 =.01), nor an interaction effect between Support Type and Emotion
Condition, (F[1, 108] = 0.06, p = .808, ηp2 < .01). All means and standard deviations
are displayed in Table 2.

Including Emotion Order in our models revealed no statistically significant interactions with Emotion
Order, indicating that all observed effects remain the same regardless of whether participants first
shared an anger-evoking event and then a worry-evoking event, or vice versa. Therefore, we present all
our analyses without Emotion Order in the model.
37
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Effect of Support Condition and Emotion on Interpersonal Closeness
Similarly, in order to examine whether the provision of socio-affective versus
cognitive support differentially impacted experienced closeness towards Julie, a 2
(Support Condition: Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support) x 2 (Emotion
Condition: Anger vs. Worry) Repeated Measures ANOVA was conducted. Again,
no main effect of Support Condition was observed (F[1, 108] = 1.26, p = .264, ηp2 =
.01). Furthermore, there was no effect of Emotion Condition (F[1, 108] < 0.01, p =
.974, ηp2 < .01), nor an interaction effect between Support Type and Emotion
Condition predicting interpersonal closeness (F[1, 108] = 3.08, p = .082, ηp2 = .03).
Thus, these findings indicate that the provision of socio-affective and cognitive
support similarly impacted how close participants felt to Julie after the interaction.
Effect of Support Condition and Emotion on Desire to Interact with Julie
To test whether support provision differentially impacted participants’ desire
to continue interacting with Julie, we conducted a Chi-Square test examining the
relation between Support Type (Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support) and
Willingness to Interact (Yes vs. No). Participants were equally willing to continue
interacting with Julie regardless of whether she had provided socio-affective
support (34.5% of participants chose to continue interacting) or cognitive support
(43.1% of participants chose to continue interacting), c2(1) = 0.87, p = .351, Phi =
0.09.
Effect of Support Condition on Emotional Intensity
To examine whether the provision of socio-affective and cognitive support was
effective in reducing the experienced negative emotion, we tested its effects on the
intensity of the target emotion as well as general affect. First, a 2 (Time: Before and
After Sharing) x 2 (Support Condition: Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support) x 2
(Emotion Condition: Anger vs. Worry) Repeated Measures ANOVA was
conducted, with Time and Emotion Condition as within-subjects variables,
Support Condition as between-subjects variable, and intensity of the target
emotion (worry or anger) as the dependent measure. There was a main effect of
Time (F[1, 105] = 127.43, p < .001, ηp2 = .55), indicating that overall, participants
showed a reduction in the intensity of the target emotion after sharing with Julie
(see Table 2 for all means and standard deviations). The absence of an interaction
effect between Time and Support Condition (F[1, 105] = 2.23, p = .139, ηp2 = .02)
indicates that this reduction in intensity was equally strong across socio-affective
and cognitive support provision. Furthermore, no three-way interaction was
observed between Time, Support Type and Emotion condition (F[1, 105] = 1.80, p
= .183, ηp2 = .02). Finally, no other effects emerged (ps > .315), except for a small
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effect of Emotion Condition (F[1, 105] = 4.88, p = .029, ηp2 = .04), indicating that on
average, participants experienced somewhat higher emotional intensity when
discussing the worry-evoking event as compared to the anger-evoking event. In
sum, regardless of the type of support that was provided, all participants indicated
feeling less angry and worried about the events after sharing.
Second, to assess whether socio-affective and cognitive support made
participants generally feel better after sharing, we conducted a 2 (Time: Before and
After Sharing) x 2 (Support Condition: Socio-Affective vs. Cognitive Support) x 2
(Emotion Condition: Anger vs. Worry) Repeated Measures ANOVA, predicting
general affect. Here too, there was a main effect of Time (F[1, 106] = 38.70, p < .001,
ηp2 = .27), indicating that overall, participants generally felt better after sharing
with Julie (see Table 2 for all means and standard deviations). The absence of an
interaction effect between Time and Support Condition (F[1, 106] = 0.97, p = .328,
ηp2 = .01) indicated that the observed increase in positive affect was equally strong
across socio-affective and cognitive support provision. There was an interaction
between Support Type and Emotion Condition (F[1, 106] = 4.46, p = .037, ηp2 = .04).
Simple slope analyses, however, showed that the provision of socio-affective
versus cognitive support did not affect general affect differently across the two
emotion conditions (all p’s > .273). No three-way interaction was observed
between Time, Support Type and Emotion condition (F[1, 106] < 0.01, p = 1.000,
ηp2 < .01). In sum, regardless of the type of support that was provided, all
participants indicated that they felt better after sharing.
Exploratory Analyses: The Effects of Perceived Support
Finally, we examined whether support perceived by the participants predicted
positive relational and emotional outcomes. To that end, we conducted multiple
regression analyses of the anger and worry conversations separately, with
perceived socio-affective and cognitive support as predictors of perceived benefits
and closeness. As can be seen in Table 3, both for worry and anger, perceived
socio-affective and cognitive support were significant positive predictors of
perceived benefits, as well as experienced closeness. Thus, overall, the more
support participants felt they had received, the more they perceived the
conversation as having been helpful in coping with the event, and the closer they
felt to Julie. However, a logistic regression analysis including perceived socioaffective and cognitive support for both the worry and anger conversation as
predictors did not significantly predict the desire to talk to Julie (c2[4]= 3.98, p =
.408), indicating that the degree of support that they felt they had received did not
affect their willingness to have another conversation with Julie (see Table 4 for
separate coefficients).
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Table 3
Outcomes of Four Regression Analyses Predicting Perceived Benefits (or Closeness) by Perceived SocioAffective and Cognitive Support, for Anger and Worry Separately.

Perceived Benefits
β
p
Anger Conversation
Perceived Socio-Affective Support
Perceived Cognitive Support
Worry Conversation
Perceived Socio-Affective Support
Perceived Cognitive Support

Closeness
β

p

.25
.54

.003
< .001

.49
.36

< .001
< .001

.44
.34

< .001
< .001

.40
.43

< .001
< .001

Table 4
Outcomes of a Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting Desire to Talk to Julie (0 = No, 1 = Yes) by Perceived
Socio-Affective and Cognitive Support during the Anger and Worry Conversations.

Desire to Talk to Julie
Perceived Socio-Affective Support (Anger)
Perceived Cognitive Support (Anger)
Perceived Socio-Affective Support (Worry)
Perceived Cognitive Support (Worry)

B

p

0.02
< -0.01
< -0.01
0.01

.259
.593
.918
.427

Furthermore, we examined whether perceived socio-affective and cognitive
support would also predict improved emotional outcomes. To this end, we
controlled for emotional intensity reported prior to sharing when predicting postsharing emotional intensity, and we controlled for general affect reported prior to
sharing when predicting post-sharing general affect (see Table 5). These findings
showed that perceived support did not predict a reduction in emotional intensity
experienced in response to the anger or worry-evoking event. In fact, perceived
cognitive support predicted an increase in worry experienced after sharing.
Perceived socio-affective and cognitive support did, however, predict enhanced
general affect in both the worry and anger conversation: The more support
participants felt they had received, the better they reported feeling afterwards.
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Table 5
Outcomes of Four Regression Analyses Predicting Post-Sharing Emotional Intensity (or Post-Sharing
General Affect) by Perceived Socio-Affective, Perceived Cognitive Support and Pre-Sharing Emotional
Intensity (or Pre-Sharing General Affect), for Anger and Worry Separately.

Post-Sharing
Emotional Intensity

General Affect

β

p

β

p

Perceived Socio-Affective Support

.15

.183

.30

.001

Perceived Cognitive Support

.03

.807

.29

.001

Pre-Sharing Emotional Outcome

.31

.001

.43

< .001

Perceived Socio-Affective Support

-.04

.683

.40

< .001

Perceived Cognitive Support

.22

.036

.20

.024

Pre-Sharing Emotional Outcome

.51

< .001

.39

< .001

Anger Conversation

Worry Conversation

Note. 'Pre-sharing emotional outcome' denotes pre-sharing emotional intensity experienced in
response to the specific event in the models predicting post-sharing emotional intensity, but
denotes pre-sharing general affect in the models predicting post-sharing general affect.

Discussion
Main Findings and Theoretical Implications
In light of the many obstacles people may face when seeking support in daily
life, the present study was set up to examine virtual humans’ potential for
providing effective social support. To this end, participants shared two personal
emotional events with a virtual human that provided either cognitive support
(facilitating reappraisal) or socio-affective support (providing comfort and
validation). Our findings showed that the provision of cognitive support was
experienced as equally helpful in coping with the emotional experience as
compared to socio-affective support, and led to a similar level of experienced
interpersonal closeness and desire to interact with the virtual human again.
Furthermore, both socio-affective and cognitive support were (similarly) effective
in reducing experienced emotional intensity relating to the upsetting event and
led participants to feel better in general. Exploratory analyses revealed that the
more socio-affective and cognitive support participants felt to have received, the
more helpful they experienced the conversations to be, the better they felt
afterwards, and the closer they felt to the virtual human. Perceived support did
not reduce the emotional intensity experienced in response to the discussed
upsetting event, however. Together, these findings do not support the hypothesis
that sharers respond more favorably to socio-affective support than cognitive
support provided by a virtual human, as they do when sharing with humans.
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Instead, they speak to a less pronounced preference for socio-affective support
when sharing with virtual humans, thereby lending indirect support for our
alternative hypothesis.
The finding that cognitive support fostered similar levels of perceived benefits,
relational closeness and emotional improvement as socio-affective support
suggests a certain degree of receptivity to cognitive support. These observations
are promising in light of prior research on social sharing between humans, which
has revealed a strong preference for socio-affective support (Duprez et al., 2014;
Pauw, Sauter, Van Kleef, & Fischer, in press; Pauw et al., 2018). This preference for
socio-affective support may be due to sharers’ need for perceived understanding
(Reis, Lemay, & Finkenauer, 2017): Socio-affective support validates the sharer’s
thoughts and feelings, which signals understanding and communicates that it is
accepted and appropriate to feel the way they feel (Shenk & Fruzzetti, 2011).
Cognitive support, on the other hand, may be experienced as invalidating, as the
listener tries to encourage another way of interpreting the event, which may lead
the sharer to refuse the listener’s support attempt (see Marigold, Holmes, Wood,
& Cavallo, 2014). Interestingly, in the current study, the provision of cognitive
support did not come at the expense of perceiving the virtual human as sensitive:
Those receiving cognitive support experienced the virtual human as equally
empathic as did those who received socio-affective support, and also felt equally
understood. Furthermore, greater perceived cognitive support generally enhanced
experienced benefits and closeness. It is thus possible that virtual humans may
provide a way to circumvent the typical trade-off between empathetic and
effective support provision.
One potential reason for greater receptivity to cognitive support from virtual
humans concerns the different expectations that people may have about support
from virtual humans as compared to real humans. The fulfillment of support
expectations might be more important in shaping sharers’ responses than the mere
support itself (Bar-Kalifa & Rafaeli, 2015; Sarason, Pierce, & Sarason, 1990). Given
that people generally do not ascribe actual mental experiences to agents, and
assume that agents are worse at emotional tasks than humans (Gray et al., 2007;
Waytz & Norton, 2014), they might be more forgiving when provided with
relatively insensitive or more direct ways of communication as compared to if a
human would violate such norms. Consequently, they may adopt a more tolerant
mindset, leading them to perceive cognitive support as less judgmental (cf.
Pickard et al., 2016), thereby potentially being more inclined to try to reappraise
the situation. Furthermore, the provision of cognitive support – though not
explicitly sympathetic in its verbal content – might have still communicated
emotional involvement: By responding to the participant’s story, these support
instances may reflect that the virtual human was attending to and interpreting the
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participant’s emotional experience, and trying to help them feel better (Bodie &
Jones, 2012; Burleson, 2008; Burleson et al., 2005; Jones, 2011). Finally, the inclusion
of a rapport-building phase may have contributed to the overall high levels of
perceived empathy, and thereby to sharers’ receptivity to cognitive support. In
this rapport-building phase, participants disclosed some personal information, to
which the virtual human responded encouragingly. The mere act of talking about
personal events with someone who listens and asks follow-up questions might
have been experienced as considerate. Indeed, work on listening has shown that
active listening, by for example asking questions, is a key component of
supportive communication (Bodie & Jones, 2012; Jones, 2011).
Together, our findings thus speak to the potential of virtual humans in fostering
adaptive coping. Prior research has shown that virtual humans are capable of
fulfilling the first two conditions of effective support (Burleson & Goldsmith,
1998): By creating anonymity and rapport they establish a safe and nonthreatening environment in which people feel comfortable disclosing their
thoughts and feelings regarding personally upsetting events (Birnbaum et al.,
2016b; Liu & Sundar, 2018; Lucas et al., 2014, 2017). The present study suggests
that virtual humans can also fulfill the third condition: the facilitation of adaptive
reappraisals of the situation (Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Rimé, 2009).
Participants were equally receptive to cognitive support as to socio-affective
support. This is of particular importance given that the facilitation of adaptive
reappraisals is key to emotional recovery when sharing in daily life as well as in
clinical settings (Butler et al., 2006; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos,
2004; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). The fact that the provision of cognitive
support did not come at the cost of perceiving the virtual human as sensitive is
promising, given that people prefer to interact with more empathic virtual
humans and are more motivated to have them as a companion in difficult times
(Birnbaum et al., 2016b; Liu & Sundar, 2018). Taken together, the current findings
suggest that people may be receptive of virtual humans providing cognitive
support, thereby helping them to adopt a more positive view on the situation.
Limitations and Future Directions
While pointing to the promise of virtual humans as an effective additional
source of cognitive support, the present study has several limitations. The finding
that sharers showed similar responses to cognitive support provision as to socioaffective support provision – a typically highly appreciated form of support –
speaks to sharers’ general receptivity to cognitive support. Admittedly, the
absence of a significant effect does not equate evidence for the absence of an effect.
Yet the finding that greater perceived cognitive support predicted greater
perceived benefits and experienced closeness to the virtual human does hint at
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sharers’ appreciation of cognitive support. Furthermore, both the provision of
socio-affective and cognitive support were associated with a reduction in
emotional intensity after sharing. However, we did not include a control condition
in the present study, thereby making it impossible to attribute emotional
improvement to the obtained support rather than venting or the mere passage of
time. Future research is thus warranted to more conclusively map sharers’
preferences for and responses to support from virtual humans. Ideally, these
studies would include a comparison between human and virtual human sharing
partners, for example by letting participants believe that the virtual human they
are interacting with is operated by a human versus automation. Alternatively, a
control condition could be included in which participants do not share or share in
the absence of a sharing partner (e.g., by writing, or recording a voice or video
message), in order to examine the added value of socio-affective and cognitive
support for fostering (perceived) benefits of sharing.
Another shortcoming is that our findings only speak to self-reported short-term
benefits, but not to actual (long-term) emotional recovery. In addition to sharers’
experienced support, we assessed their perceptions of helpfulness, as well the
immediate reduction in emotional intensity. It is thus possible that our findings
merely reflect perceived benefits as typically reported after sharing (see Zech &
Rimé, 2005). The finding that perceived support predicted perceived benefits, as
well as improved wellbeing, but did not reduce emotional intensity experienced
in response to the discussed event is in line with that possibility. Nevertheless, the
finding that sharers experienced cognitive support as beneficial is promising, as it
reflects receptivity to a form of support that enhances long-term emotional
recovery. Yet it remains an open question whether they actually adopted the
reappraisals that they were pointed towards. Future research is warranted to
examine more long-term consequences of support provision by virtual humans,
ideally assessing emotional and relational outcomes across a wider domain (e.g.,
appraisals, emotions, physical wellbeing, continued use of the virtual human).
Furthermore, an important question is the extent to which the current findings
can be applied. The present study employed the Wizard-of-Oz paradigm
(Dahlbäck et al., 1993), with a human selecting the most appropriate response from
a support repertoire to allow us to match the support to the specific situation at
hand. Currently, this technique outperforms agents in terms of conversational
abilities, because of humans’ emotional intelligence (Grosz, 2018; Mavridis, 2015).
Our conclusions regarding the appreciation of support from a virtual human are
thus in fact limited to support indirectly provided by a human. The next step
would be to automatize support provision. While still in its infancy, we do believe
there is potential for doing so: With technology rapidly improving, artificially
intelligent virtual humans are being built that are capable of controlling computer-
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generated bodies and interacting verbally and non-verbally with other users in
virtual environments (see Rizzo et al., 2011). For example, SimSensei Kiosk is a
virtual human interviewer that is designed to create engaging face-to-face
interactions in which people feel comfortable sharing their psychological distress
(Devault et al., 2014). She is used for semi-structured interviewing, in which she
engages in follow-up questions and simple empathic responses to sharers’
expressions, as well as provides non-verbal behavior that is contingent upon the
sharer. An experimental study comparing the automated SimSensei Kiosk to a
human-operated (Wizard-of-Oz) version and an actual human interviewer
showed that participants were equally willing and comfortable sharing personal
information to the automated version as to the human-operated version, and were
generally satisfied and willing to recommend it others. While they did perceive
the human-operated version as a better listener and experienced greater closeness
to her, surprisingly, participants experienced similar levels of rapport to the
(automated) agent as to a human interviewer. Thus, while not living up to human
standards, the findings are promising. However, as SimSensei Kiosk currently is
only capable of generic empathic responding (e.g. “I’m sorry to hear”), we opted
for Wizard-of-Oz paradigm, in which a human selected supportive responses that
were matched to what the sharer was saying.
Given that several chatbot agents are currently being relatively effectively used
to treat a variety of depression and anxiety symptoms (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017;
Hoermann et al., 2017; Inkster et al., 2018; Ly et al., 2017), a related question
concerns whether virtual humans have added value compared to chatbots when
it comes to support provision. One advantage may be that by talking, people emit
clearer expressions of what they are feeling compared to when they are writing,
given that their speech includes both verbal and non-verbal content. Certain
virtual human agents (such as SimSensei Kiosk) are capable of inferring
psychological distress (e.g., depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder
symptoms) from people’s non-verbal behaviors (e.g., speech prosody, downward
eye gaze; Devault et al., 2014; Lucas, Gratch, Scherer, Boberg, & Stratou, 2015;
Ring, Bickmore, & Pedrelli, 2016; Scherer et al., 2014; Scherer, Stratou, Gratch, &
Morency, 2013), thereby not requiring sharers to explicitly indicate how they feel.
Chatbots often demand users to indicate their emotional experience by Likert
scales, emojis or other pre-formatted options (e.g., Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Inkster,
2018), thereby impeding the natural flow of a conversation, and relying on selfreport, rather than more implicit indicators of psychological distress.
Furthermore, by their non-verbal active listening behaviors, virtual humans may
feel more real and human-like than chatbots. This may foster greater rapport and
thereby greater self-disclosure and motivation to continue using the virtual
human (cf. Birnbaum et al., 2016b; Gratch et al., 2013; Lucas et al., 2014). Finally,
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the question is whether writing versus talking about one’s emotions is
differentially effective in and of itself. People do appear to use different words
when describing their experiences depending on whether they are writing or
talking (Balon & Rimé, 2016), but we are unaware of any empirical studies directly
comparing the effectiveness of chatbots and virtual humans in fostering emotional
recovery. In sum, then, future research is warranted to examine whether virtual
humans constitute better conversational partners than chatbots.
Conclusions
Taken together, the present study suggests that virtual humans may be capable
of fulfilling all necessary steps for providing effective social support. Extending
prior research showing that people are willing to disclose personal information
and talk about their emotions with a virtual human (Devault et al., 2014; Gratch et
al., 2014; Lucas et al., 2017), we show that people also are receptive to cognitive
support – a form of support that is considered necessary for effective long-term
recovery. The provision of cognitive and socio-affective support yielded similar
levels of perceived helpfulness and experienced closeness to a virtual human, and
both effectively reduced short-term emotional distress. Hence, while we do not
conceive virtual humans as a replacement for humans, the current findings
suggest that virtual humans may be a valuable addition for those who may, at
times, lack appropriate support from close others or clinicians.
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Appendix A: Perceived Support Measure
In order to assess the support participants perceived the avatar Julie to have
provided, they were asked the following question: “Looking back at the
conversation with Julie about the anger evoking situation, to what extent do you
agree with the following statements? Julie..”, followed by the eight different
types of support:
Socio-affective support:
(1) Showed compassion
(2) Conveyed understanding
(3) Was supportive
(4) Was empathic
Cognitive support:
(5) Tried to help me look at the situation from a different perspective
(6) Tried to help me find meaning in what occurred
(7) Provided an outside perspective
(8) Put what occurred into perspective
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When people are in emotional distress, they often turn to others for support, a
phenomenon termed social sharing (Rimé, 2009; Rimé et al., 1991). Interestingly,
while people generally perceive this to be beneficial, it often does not lead to actual
long-term recovery, that is, a reduction in the experienced emotional intensity
when confronted again with the situation (Zech & Rimé, 2005). The aim of the
present dissertation was to shed light on this puzzling paradox. In doing so, we
relied on the assumption that the effectiveness of social sharing depends on the
type of support that the listener provides, using a key distinction between socioaffective and cognitive support proposed by Rimé (2009). Socio-affective support
concerns comfort, care and validation, and has been shown to lead to short-term
benefits such as temporary relief and feelings of closeness (Cutrona et al., 2007;
Morelli et al., 2015; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). Cognitive support, on the other
hand, is directed at providing a different perspective, for example by putting the
situation in a more global perspective, or trying to see the silver lining (i.e.,
reappraisal). Theory and research suggest that cognitive support should facilitate
more long-term recovery: By changing the way the sharer thinks about the
situation, the emotion being elicited also changes (Batenburg & Das, 2014; Brans,
Van Mechelen, Rimé, & Verduyn, 2013; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, &
Ramos, 2004; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009).
Using a wide variety of methods, we examined different aspects of the social
sharing process in order to illuminate different ways through which social sharing
may function as an effective or ineffective means of emotion regulation. We
investigated the overarching hypothesis that sharing might typically revolve
around socio-affective support provision, which would explain why sharing is
often perceived as beneficial (given its short-term comforting effects), despite the
absence of more long-term emotional recovery (cf. Rimé 2009). To this end, we
first examined what kind of support sharers seek when sharing their emotions
with others (Chapter 2). Second, we examined whether sharers can effectively
communicate their support needs to others, such that listeners come to understand
what they seek (Chapter 3). Third, we studied whether and how listeners tune
their support provision to sharers’ needs and feelings (Chapter 4), as well as the
demands of the specific context at hand (Chapter 5). Finally, we examined whether
virtual humans may provide an alternative for the effective provision of cognitive
support (Chapter 6).
Below, I will provide an integrative discussion of the key findings, laying out
the main conclusions, and addressing the relation of our findings to the prior
literature, as well as the questions that our findings raise. This discussion is
organized in in terms of four overarching themes, namely the predominant role of
socio-affective support (Chapter 2, 3 and 4), the role of context in shaping support
provision (Chapter 5), the boundary conditions for effective cognitive support
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(Chapter 6), and, moving beyond our research, the role of the relational context. I
end by reflecting on the strengths and limitations of the present dissertation,
touching on several outstanding issues that may be addressed in future research,
and complete the discussion with several concluding thoughts.

Social Sharing: A Preponderance of Socio-Affective Support
Theoretical Background and Summary of Our Findings
In order to investigate the general hypothesis that sharing typically revolves
around socio-affective support provision, in Chapter 2, we first examined whether
sharers indeed have a preference for socio-affective as compared to cognitive
support. Furthermore, we tested whether sharers’ support evaluations vary
depending on the specific emotion that is shared. To this end, we first established
in two pilot studies (one pilot study and a replication thereof) that these two types
of support could be reliably distinguished. Furthermore, these studies showed
that only socio-affective support fostered feelings of interpersonal closeness. Then,
we took an experimental approach to test participants’ evaluations of socioaffective and cognitive support directly. Participants imagined being in a situation
evoking sadness, anger, worry, regret or general negative affect, after which they
evaluated different forms of socio-affective and cognitive support. The results
showed that participants generally felt that receiving any type of response that
included socio-affective support would be more favorable than receiving purely
cognitive support. This preference for socio-affective support was mainly driven
by anger and sadness: Those who imagined feeling worried or regretful were more
open to cognitive support. These different support preferences might be explained
by different appraisals inherent to the different emotions (e.g., see Roseman,
Spindel, & Jose, 1990). For example, it is possible that sadness and anger,
characterized by high certainty of the situation or the sharer’s interpretation
thereof, call for greater acceptance or validation of the emotional experience as
compared to regret and worry, which may invite an appraisal of the situation that
is less negative than the sharer’s. Overall, these findings are in line with our
general hypothesis that sharers typically seek socio-affective support when
sharing their emotions with others.
In Chapter 3, we examined whether sharers are able to effectively communicate
their support needs to others. First, we examined whether sharers’ support goals
impact the way they express their emotions to others (Study 3.1). To this end, we
manipulated participants’ support goals and let them share an emotionally
upsetting event on camera. We found that socio-affective support goals led
participants to express their emotions more explicitly (e.g., “I felt so angry!”),
whereas cognitive support goals resulted in a greater reference to appraisals of the
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situation (e.g., “I found it very unfair”), as well as more frequent explicit requests
to hear the listener’s view (e.g., “How would you feel about this?”). Next, we
followed up on these findings, and tested whether these differential ways of
sharing emotions are also interpreted by naïve listeners as conveying different
support needs (Study 3.2 and 3.3). Participants read stories emphasizing either
emotions, appraisals, explicit requests for the listener’s view, or mere facts. Across
all conditions, participants ascribed the sharer a very high degree of emotional
distress, and the degree of emotional distress ascribed predicted a higher
perceived need for socio-affective than cognitive support. Together, these three
studies showed that while sharers expressed themselves differently depending on
the type of support they were seeking, listeners appeared not to pick up on these
different cues. Instead, regardless of how sharers told their story, listeners always
inferred that sharers sought socio-affective support to a much larger extent than
cognitive support. As such, these findings suggest that any way of social sharing
might still result in fulfillment of sharers’ socio-affective support needs, and that
such support does not require effective communication, as hypothesized.
However, the experimental rigor implemented in Chapter 3 also came with an
important limitation: Sharers may have communicated their support needs in
additional ways that we did not assess in Study 3.1, and thus did not manipulate
in Study 3.2 and 3.3. This may have led to an underestimation of sharers’ capability
of effectively communicating their (cognitive) support needs. Therefore, in
Chapter 4, we took another approach: We examined the social sharing process
more closely by having participants engage in a relatively natural social sharing
interaction. Previously unacquainted participants were randomly assigned to the
role of sharer (who was asked to discuss an upsetting situation) or listener (who
was instructed to respond naturally). Afterwards, both sharer and listener
separately watched the interaction on video in 20-second fragments. For each
fragment, sharers rated their experienced emotional intensity and socio-affective
and cognitive support needs, while listeners rated their perception of the sharer’s
emotional intensity and their own support provision. We found that sharers’
experienced emotional intensity shaped their support needs, which in turn shaped
listeners’ support provision. Moreover, the more accurately listeners judged
sharers’ emotional intensity, the more they fulfilled sharers’ socio-affective (but
not cognitive) support needs. These findings thus suggest that sharers are capable
of communicating their needs and feelings such that they at least to a degree shape
the support they obtain. While Chapter 3 suggested that sharers may not
effectively communicate their needs through the use of emotion words and
appraisals, this study thus suggests that sharers use more subtle behavioral cues.
Indeed, in behavioral coding, an important distinction is made between the
physically observable properties of people’s emotional behaviors – such as
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appraisals and emotion words – and the meaning of specific behaviors within their
context, which needs to be decoded by the perceiver (see Coan & Gottman, 2007).
It is thus possible that throughout the interaction, listeners may have decoded
these implicit meanings that were lost in Chapter 3 as a result of our experimental
approach. For example, listeners may have relied on the combination of sharers’
disclosure in the context of their non-verbal behavior, or on the way in which
sharers responded to the listener’s support attempts. Perhaps then, just like
recognizing others’ emotions, inferring others’ support needs is a social act that
cannot be done without taking the social context into account (Fischer, Pauw, &
Manstead, forthcoming).
In conclusion, these chapters show that sharers have a strong preference for
receiving socio-affective support (Chapter 2 and 3) – a form of support that
alleviates momentary distress but does not necessarily facilitate long-term
recovery (Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). Furthermore, listeners seem to assume
that sharers are mostly in need of socio-affective support (Chapter 3), an inference
that is strengthened if they perceive the sharer to be highly distressed (Chapter 3
and 4). Finally, we found that people express their emotions differently depending
on the support that they desire (Chapter 3), which in turn may constitute a way to
elicit the support that they desire. Indeed, Chapter 4 demonstrated that listeners
pick up on sharers’ fluctuating support needs, suggesting that sharers may
effectively communicate their support needs – although future research is needed
to learn how exactly sharers may do so. Together, these findings suggest that
sharers’ typically strong desire for socio-affective support may translate into
listeners mostly providing socio-affective support. This preponderance of socioaffective support provision helps explain why sharers perceive social sharing as
beneficial even though it typically does not engender emotional recovery (Zech &
Rimé, 2005).
Implications and Future Directions
These findings have implications for social sharing as a means of
(interpersonal) emotion regulation. The rewarding nature of socio-affective
support may explain why sharers keep engaging in social sharing: It makes
sharers feel relieved, understood and validated, and more connected to others
(e.g., Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009; Zech & Rimé, 2005). However, as was
discussed in the General Introduction of this thesis, when sharers keep talking
about their negative emotional experience without attempting to take a different
perspective on the situation, social sharing may turn into co-rumination. Corumination involves frequently dwelling on problems or an upsetting situation
together, by speculating about (potential) problems and continuously focusing on
the negative feelings they elicit (Rose, 2002). When this co-rumination does not
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involve any reflection that is conducive to reappraisal, it is associated with higher
levels of depression and inadequate emotional adjustment (Horn & Maercker,
2016; Rose et al., 2007, 2014; Starr, 2015; Stone et al., 2011). This may be because as
long as the sharing process does not change the emotions the situation elicits, one
will keep feeling the need to share – a common consequence of experiencing
emotions (Curci & Rimé, 2012). Consequently, given that the provision of socioaffective support is generally experienced as rewarding, while at the same time
not reducing the emotional experience (Zech & Rimé, 2005), it may fuel a perpetual
cycle, in which the prolongation of sharing may both reflect and predict poor
emotional recovery (see Curci & Rimé, 2012).
While these findings thus speak to the general ineffectiveness of social sharing
due to the focus on socio-affective support provision, there are other ways in
which socio-affective support may contribute to emotional wellbeing, albeit
indirectly. First, socio-affective support may buffer the ‘subtle’ impact of an
emotional event – that is, the more general distress that it brings about. While
socio-affective support may not directly facilitate reappraisal, it may temporarily
decrease the general experience of distress by fostering feelings of relief and
interpersonal closeness (see Chapter 2), which may be a prerequisite to engage in
more cognitively and emotionally taxing forms of coping. When emotional
distress is too high, sharers are unlikely to be receptive to cognitive support (Rimé,
2009). Indirect evidence comes from research on intrapersonal emotion regulation,
showing that people are less inclined to engage in reappraisal when emotional
intensity is high (rather than low; Kalokerinos, Résibois, Verduyn, & Kuppens,
2017; Sheppes et al., 2014; Sheppes et al., 2011). Furthermore, listeners report to
provide less reappraisal and more non-verbal (and thus socio-affective)
comforting behaviors in response to shared situations that are characterized by
higher emotional intensity (Christophe & Rimé, 1997). In line with these findings,
Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrated that high levels of perceived distress were
associated with listeners’ perceptions of elevated socio-affective support needs, as
well as an increase in socio-affective support provision, and a decrease in cognitive
support provision. These findings suggest that listeners may have implicit or
explicit theories regarding the role of emotional intensity in appropriate support
provision. Socio-affective support may buffer emotional distress and thereby pave
the way for cognitive support, a hypothesis that remains to be empirically tested.
Second, and relatedly, by validating the way the other feels, listeners may
signal to sharers that it is accepted and appropriate to feel the way they feel (Shenk
& Fruzzetti, 2011), which may dampen potentially negative meta-emotions, such
as feeling bad about being sad. Prior research has shown that when people think
others expect them not to feel negative emotions, they in fact come to experience
more negative affect, reduced wellbeing and enhanced feelings of loneliness –
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effects that are caused by negative self-evaluation due to feeling negative emotions
(Bastian et al., 2015, 2012; Dejonckheere, Bastian, Fried, Murphy, & Kuppens,
2017). By legitimizing sharers’ negative emotions through socio-affective support
provision, listeners may buffer this negative self-evaluation, cultivating
acceptance of their emotions (Sarason et al., 1990). Both the instructed use of
acceptance in the lab and the habitual use of acceptance in daily life have been
shown to relate to reduced negative affect and greater psychological wellbeing
(Kashdan, Barrios, Forsyth, & Steger, 2006; Kohl, Rief, & Glombiewski, 2012;
Shallcross, Troy, Boland, & Mauss, 2010; Troy, Shallcross, Brunner, Friedman, &
Jones, 2018; Wolgast, Lundh, & Viborg, 2011). Furthermore, acceptance-based
interventions, such as mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, acceptance and
commitment therapy and dialectical behavior therapy, have similarly been shown
to effectively treat impairments in emotion regulation (e.g., anxiety and
depression), thereby speaking to its potential for improving psychological health
(for a review of meta-analyses, see Hofmann, Sawyer, Witt, & Oh, 2010). By
buffering negative self-evaluation, socio-affective support may thus be one way to
foster sharers’ acceptance, and thereby emotional recovery.
Third, the provision of socio-affective support may foster interpersonal
intimacy and trust, as it creates an environment in which the discussion of feelings
is safe and sharers feel understood (e.g., Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Finkenauer
& Righetti, 2011). Sharers’ emotional expressions may elicit feelings of liking and
provoke reciprocal self-disclosure (Collins & Miller, 1994; Dindia, 2002; Sprecher,
Treger, & Wondra, 2013; Vittengl & Holt, 2000), a process that may serve to
establish a shared reality – that is, a perceived commonality of inner thoughts,
beliefs or concerns (Rossignac-Milon & Higgins, 2018). Socio-affective support
might fuel this process: By communicating validation, it verifies the sharer’s world
view, and may thereby contribute to perceived understanding and potentially
shared feelings, which in turn increases feelings of closeness (Montoya, Horton, &
Kirchner, 2008; Reis, Maniaci, Caprariello, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2011; RossignacMilon & Higgins, 2018; Sprecher, Treger, Wondra, Hilaire, & Wallpe, 2013).
Furthermore, perceived understanding fosters perceived partner responsiveness,
that is, the confidence that the other will understand and be responsive to one’s
needs. Partner responsiveness lies at the core of promoting wellbeing in all types
of relationships (for overviews, see Reis & Gable, 2015; Reis, Lemay, & Finkenauer,
2017). Our finding that socio-affective support provision predicted perceived
understanding and closeness (Chapter 2) further supports this notion, and rhymes
with earlier findings on the positive effects of socio-affective support on
interpersonal closeness (Cutrona et al., 2007; Morelli et al., 2015; Nils & Rimé, 2012;
Rimé, 2009), as well as the positive association between co-rumination and
friendship quality (Rose et al., 2007, 2014; Rose, Smith, Glick, & Rebecca, 2016).
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Recently, these processes have even been extended to the collective level: Social
sharing in collective situations has similarly been linked to positive outcomes such
as increased social integration – though not with actual emotional recovery,
thereby mirroring the effects of dyadic social sharing (Garcia & Rimé, 2019; Rimé
et al., 2011). Thus, coming back to the paradox described earlier, one key reason
why social sharing is perceived as beneficial and so widely engaged in thus seems
to be its socio-relational function. To the extent that listeners respond supportively
– which our findings suggest is highly normative – social sharing fosters
interpersonal relationships (see also Graham, Huang, Clark, & Helgeson, 2008).

The Role of Context in Shaping Support Provision
Theoretical Background
An implication of the discussion above is that the effectiveness of social sharing
thus depends on the relevant goal: Sharing may be ineffective as a means of downregulating one’s negative emotions, but effective in fostering intimacy. This
conclusion is in line with a recent upsurge in theory and research suggesting that
emotion regulation strategies are not inherently adaptive or maladaptive, but that
their effectiveness depends on the context, given that situational demands vary
(see Aldao & Tull, 2015; Fischer & Manstead, 2016). For example, while the ability
as well as the tendency to reappraise negative situations have been found to relate
to higher psychological well-being in uncontrollable situations, they have been
associated with lower well-being in situations that are relatively controllable,
presumably because they are associated with reduced motivation to take action
that may resolve the situation (Haines et al., 2016; Troy et al., 2013). These findings
show that reappraisal is in fact not always beneficial and may even cause harm,
depending on the context in which it is used (Ford & Troy, 2019) – a conclusion
that holds for other intrapersonal emotion regulation strategies as well (Aldao &
Tull, 2015). Consequently, scholars have pointed to the importance of a coping
system that can be flexibly attuned to the situational demands of an ever-changing
environment (for a review, see Aldao, Sheppes, & Gross, 2015). Indeed,
psychological or regulatory flexibility has been shown to be a fundamental aspect
of health, positively relating to healthy adjustment to stressful events and
negatively relating to various forms of psychopathology (Bonanno & Burton, 2013;
Cheng, Lau, & Chan, 2014; Haines et al., 2016; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). In
fact, teaching psychological flexibility is a key component of many current
psychological treatments, such as acceptance and commitment therapy (Hayes,
Luoma, Bond, Masuda, & Lillis, 2006), mindfulness-based cognitive therapy
(Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002), acceptance-based behavioral therapy
(Roemer, Orsillo, & Salters-Pedneault, 2008), dialectical behavior therapy
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(Linehan, 1993), and emotion regulation therapy (Mennin & Fresco, 2010) –
highlighting the importance of adjusting one’s regulatory strategies to contextual
demands.
This has implications for adequate support provision, because just like when
regulating one’s own emotions, not every way of regulating others’ emotions may
work equally well for everyone, across every situation (see also Dixon-Gordon,
Bernecker, & Christensen, 2015). It has been argued that effective support should
match the psychological needs that arise from the specific stressful life event
(Cutrona, 1990b), and to the extent that listeners provide support that matches the
sharer’s needs, a wide range of positive outcomes is predicted to occur (Rafaeli &
Gleason, 2009). For example, matching support is judged to be more supportive
and satisfying (Burleson, 2003; Cutrona, 1990a; Horowitz et al., 2001), and may
result in enhanced coping (Merluzzi, Philip, Yang, & Heitzmann, 2016; Reynolds
& Perrin, 2004), more positive evaluations of the support provider (Bechtoldt,
Beersma, & van Kleef, 2019; Cutrona et al., 2007; Marigold et al., 2014), and greater
relationship well-being, as judged both by the sharer and the listener (Feeney &
Collins, 2003; Marigold et al., 2014; Reis & Gable, 2015). Importantly, when
provided support does not match the sharer’s goals, sharers may not accept
listeners’ attempts to regulate their emotions (see Marigold et al., 2014).
However, relatively little empirical work has examined how people choose to
regulate others’ emotions (Reeck et al., 2016), and how the context plays a role in
this process (Dixon-Gordon, Bernecker, et al., 2015; though for exceptions, see for
example Hasan-Aslih et al., 2018; Netzer, van Kleef, & Tamir, 2015; Niven, Henkel,
& Hanratty, 2019). This is surprising in light of the ample evidence that people are
context-sensitive in the strategies they choose to employ to regulate their own
emotions (Bonanno & Burton, 2013), and specifically, that they regulate their
emotions in ways that are functional to achieving their goals (Eldesouky &
English, 2018; English et al., 2017). These goals may be hedonic (i.e., to feel better),
but also instrumental (i.e., to achieve a specific goal; Kalokerinos, Tamir, &
Kuppens, 2017; Mauss & Tamir, 2014; Tamir, 2009; Tamir & Millgram, 2017). For
example, research has shown that people are aware that various emotion
regulation strategies may differentially realize immediate versus future changes
in emotions, and that these beliefs may guide their emotion regulation preferences
(Ortner, Chadwick, & Wilson, 2018). Similarly, when regulating others’ emotions,
people may determine – on behalf of the sharer – how the sharer’s emotions
should be optimally regulated in relation to the situational demands (see Niven,
2016). For example, Niven (2016) theorized that when regulation is driven by
extrinsic motivations (i.e., instilled by external circumstances, such as the
motivation to ensure smooth running of social situations), listeners will primarily
attempt to regulate the sharer’s expressions, whereas regulation driven by
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intrinsic motivations (e.g., the compassionate desire to make the sharer feel better)
may translate into attempts to regulate the sharer’s emotional experience. Yet, so
far, it has not been empirically tested whether and how listeners may attempt to
do so.
Summary of Our Findings
In Chapter 5, we investigated whether and how listeners adapt their support
provision to the regulatory demand of the sharer’s situation. We confronted
listeners with a sharer who was crying, and manipulated the extent to which the
sharer’s situation called for immediate down-regulation of their negative
emotions (high regulatory demand). In addition to an overall predominance of
socio-affective support provision, we found that under high (as compared to low)
regulatory demand, listeners provided less socio-affective support, and tried to
distract the crying person from the emotional situation or guide them towards
suppressing their emotions. Cognitive support provision, however, was
unaffected by regulatory demand. When the context required more immediate
down-regulation, participants thus employed more regulation strategies aimed at
disengaging from the emotional experience. While at best only effective in the
short term (Gross, 2002; Kross & Ayduk, 2008; Sheppes & Meiran, 2008; Webb,
Miles, & Sheeran, 2012), these regulatory strategies may be functional to achieving
situational goals that are impeded by the experience or expression of negative
emotions (e.g., making a good impression at a job interview). In a similar vein,
providing less socio-affective support should reduce the chances of getting
wrapped up in co-rumination, which is particularly useful in situations that do
not allow for dwelling on the emotional experience and situation. These findings
thus suggest that listeners may be (implicitly) aware of the potential costs and
benefits associated with different regulation strategies, and may adjust their
support accordingly.
Implications and Future Directions
Together, Chapter 4 and 5 point to the potential for regulatory flexibility when
regulating others’ emotions. Bonanno and Burton (2013) have described three key
elements characterizing regulatory flexibility: sensitivity to context, availability of
a diverse repertoire of regulatory strategies and responsiveness to feedback. In
Chapter 5, we tapped into the first two aspects, applying these to the context of
interpersonal emotion regulation, by showing that people were capable of
employing a relatively wide variety of support types that were contingent upon
varying contextual demands. Furthermore, our findings from Chapter 4 speak to
the third element of regulatory flexibility, responsiveness to feedback, which
concerns the ability to monitor the effectiveness of one’s regulatory attempts over
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time and to adjust one’s regulatory behavior if necessary. When regulating others’
emotions, responsiveness to the efficacy of one’s regulatory strategies seems
equally crucial for effective support provision. We found that listeners were
moderately able to adjust their support to sharers’ fluctuating needs, thereby
hinting at interpersonal regulatory flexibility.
One almost unexamined direction for future research concerns the question of
how listeners may be able to correctly gauge sharers’ support needs. Given that
sharers’ needs are presumably partly shaped by situational demands, listeners
may infer their needs on the basis of the situation (cf. Chapter 5). For example,
certain emotional contexts may lend themselves better to certain types of
regulatory strategies – a principle termed environmental affordance (Suri et al.,
2018; Suri, Whittaker, & Gross, 2014). Indirectly supporting this possibility, we
found that sharers’ support needs varied as a function of discrete emotion
(Chapter 2, 4) – although it should be noted that we did not replicate this effect
across all of our studies (Chapter 6). It is possible that these differential support
needs primarily hold when the situation concerns a very specific emotion (such as
in the vignettes adopted in Chapter 2), whereas they may be less pronounced in
the typically mixed emotional experiences that people have in daily life.
Furthermore, it is possible that listeners infer sharers’ more dispositional support
needs on the basis of their (joint) history, as will be elaborated upon below when
discussing the relational context.
Yet, the findings of Chapter 4 speak to listeners’ capability to infer strangers’
fluctuating needs throughout a single sharing interaction based on a fixed
emotional context, thereby speaking to the important role of sharers’
communication. Indeed, when sharers do not obtain the support they desire, they
may strategically change their emotional expressions in an attempt to obtain the
support that they seek. For example, one study showed that when women
perceive their partner to reappraise the situation as less worrisome, they more
often up-regulate their expression of worry in an attempt to alert their partner to
the seriousness of the problem (Parkinson, Simons, & Niven, 2016). These
communicative attempts may take different forms: People may verbally or nonverbally seek support in direct ways, such as by sharing the problem or crying, or
in indirect ways, such as by complaining or sighing. It has been argued that the
more explicitly sharers communicate their support needs, the easier it is for others
to respond appropriately (see Barbee & Cunningham, 1995). Our findings suggest
that sharers communicate their emotions differently depending on the support
that they desire, though these cues may not be picked up by the listener (Chapter
3). As discussed in Chapter 4, is it possible that listeners to a large degree project
their own support needs onto the sharer. Future research is thus warranted to
uncover the ways in which sharers can effectively communicate diverse support
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needs. Our findings tentatively suggest that this may occur primarily through
non-verbal behaviors, as well as the ways in which sharers respond when not
succeeding in getting the support that they desire.

Boundary Conditions for Effective Cognitive Support Provision
Theoretical Background and Summary of Our Findings
One potential reason why cognitive support may typically not be as well
received as socio-affective support concerns its potentially invalidating nature.
When listeners encourage or provide reappraisal of the event, sharers may not feel
understood, and experience this as undermining their view of the world (see
Marigold et al., 2014). Consequently, when sharers are not receptive, cognitive
support will likely not be effective, given that sharers will tend to disengage more
from the supportive interaction (Marigold et al., 2014). Therefore, in Chapter 6, we
examined one potential alternative route through which effective support may be
provided, namely by sharing with a virtual human. Prior research has shown that
people may be especially motivated to share their emotions with virtual humans
because of the anonymity they create, while nevertheless being capable of
fostering rapport (Birnbaum et al., 2016b; Liu & Sundar, 2018; Lucas et al., 2014,
2017). As such, they establish a safe and non-threatening environment in which
people feel comfortable disclosing their thoughts and feelings regarding
personally upsetting events. Earlier work has shown that people highly appreciate
emotional support (as compared to non-emotional support) when sharing with
virtual humans (Birnbaum et al., 2016b, 2016a; Hoffman, Birnbaum, Vanunu, Sass,
& Reis, 2014; Liu & Sundar, 2018). Yet, no studies have examined people’s
receptivity to cognitive support when provided by virtual humans. We reasoned
that people may have different expectations when sharing with virtual humans,
as compared to humans, since they do not ascribe them the mental capacity to
experience empathy and expect them to be worse at emotional tasks (Gray et al.,
2007; Waytz & Norton, 2014). Consequently, sharers might perceive cognitive
support provided by a virtual human as less judgmental (cf. Pickard, Roster, &
Chen, 2016), thereby potentially making them more inclined to accept their
encouragement to reappraise the situation.
To test whether sharers have a preference for socio-affective support – as when
sharing with other humans – or are relatively receptive to cognitive support from
virtual humans, participants shared two personal emotional experiences with a
virtual human, who provided either socio-affective or cognitive support.
Interestingly, participants experienced cognitive support as equally empathetic as
socio-affective support. Furthermore, the provision of cognitive support was
experienced as equally helpful in coping with the emotional experience as

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 161

162 | General Discussion

compared to socio-affective support. Cognitive and socio-affective support also
led to a similar level of experienced interpersonal closeness and desire to interact
with the virtual human again, and was similarly effective in (temporarily)
reducing experienced emotional intensity regarding the upsetting event.
Exploratory analyses revealed that the more socio-affective and cognitive support
participants experienced to have received, the more helpful they experienced the
conversations to have been, and the closer they felt to the virtual human. It should
be noted, though, that these findings concern self-reported benefits. Future
research would need to examine whether sharers indeed are more acceptant
throughout the supportive interaction and truly endorse the reappraisals brought
about by the conversation. Nevertheless, these findings suggest that sharers may
be receptive to cognitive support when provided by virtual humans – a form of
support that may be crucial to emotional recovery (Butler et al., 2006; Lepore,
Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009) –
thereby extending the literature on virtual humans’ potential for providing
adaptive support.
Implications and Future Directions
The observation that the provision of cognitive support did not come at the cost
of perceiving the virtual human as insensitive is very promising given the
importance of feeling understood for people to experience others as responsive to
their needs (Reis et al., 2017). Feeling understood may facilitate the receptivity to
cognitive support in several ways. First, it may foster a safe environment in which
sharers are willing to openly disclose their emotions unhampered by interpersonal
anxiety, which is argued to be a prerequisite for effective self-reflection and
regulation (Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Greenberg, 2004). Second, it may
increase sharers’ willingness to listen to the support provider. Indeed, people
prefer to interact with more empathic virtual humans and are more motivated to
have them by their side in difficult times (Birnbaum et al., 2016b; Liu & Sundar,
2018). Likewise, feeling understood by one’s therapist has been shown to be key
to the effectiveness of therapy, correlating with treatment compliance and
satisfaction with therapy (Ackerman & Hilsenroth, 2003; Greenberg, Elliott,
Watson, & Bohart, 2001; Pocock, 1997). Third, as discussed earlier, perceived
understanding may foster acknowledgement and acceptance of one’s emotions,
which may facilitate effective reappraisal by promoting cognitive flexibility and
the ability to disengage from one’s thoughts and feelings (Kivity, Tamir, &
Huppert, 2016; Shallcross, Troy, & Mauss, 2015). This principle is also reflected in
several therapeutic approaches, such as emotion-focused therapy and
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, that rest on the notion that before one can
cognitively process an emotion, one will first need to acknowledge and accept
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one’s emotional experience (Greenberg, 2004; Hayes, Villatte, Levin, &
Hildebrandt, 2011; Whelton, 2004). Thus, our findings complement earlier work
suggesting that the effectiveness of cognitive support may be bolstered when it is
provided in a context that communicates perceived understanding (see also
Chapter 2).
Another factor that may influence the effectiveness of cognitive support
provision concerns the way in which reappraisal is brought about. Listeners may
offer cognitive support in two different ways: They can provide the sharer with a
different perspective on the situation (‘passive reappraisal’ for the sharer), or,
throughout the conversation, they can – like cognitive therapists – encourage the
sharer to reappraise the situation themselves (‘active reappraisal’ by the sharer).
Following cognitive behavioral therapy principles, it could be predicted that
stimulating active reappraisal is more effective than passive reappraisal. Active
reappraisal involves generating the reappraisal oneself, which has been shown to
be a highly effective emotion regulation strategy (Butler et al., 2006; Webb, Miles,
& Sheeran, 2012), and should make sharers feel less threatened in their view on
the situation (Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Feng & MacGeorge, 2006, 2010). Based
on the theory of psychological reactance, it could be predicted that when
reappraising the emotion-eliciting event oneself, the sharer will endorse the
reappraisal more strongly as compared to when it is provided by the listener, in
which case it may elicit reactance (Miron & Brehm, 2006). Whether active
reappraisals are indeed more effective for long-term emotional recovery than
passive reappraisals, and how listeners may best achieve this, remain empirical
questions for future research. Based on the principles of cognitive behavioral
therapy (e.g., see Beck & Weishaar, 2008), one fruitful approach may involve
probing sharers to pinpoint their feelings, appraisals, behaviors and their
consequences. By asking questions, the listener may then encourage the sharer to
derive alternative, more adaptive appraisals that give rise to more positive feelings
and behaviors.
Finally, the effectiveness of cognitive support provision may depend on the
timing. As mentioned earlier, Rimé (2009) has theorized that when the emotioneliciting event is recent, emotional distress is presumably relatively high.
Consequently, initial socio-affective support provision may be warranted in order
to buffer the immediate emotional distress, after which sharers may be more open
(i.e., have more cognitive resources available and be more motivated) to engage in
more elaborate cognitive processing. Rimé proposed that cognitive support might
thus be more desired and effective under relatively low emotional intensity. This
reasoning is indirectly supported by theory and research on intrapersonal emotion
regulation (e.g., see Sheppes & Gross, 2011) showing that when emotional
intensity is high, people prefer regulation strategies focused on disengaging from
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the emotionally upsetting situation, such as suppression or distraction, which
have the potential to bring about immediate relief (Dixon-Gordon, Aldao, & De
Los Reyes, 2015; Sheppes et al., 2014; Sheppes, Scheibe, Suri, & Gross, 2011). Yet
when emotional intensity is low, people are more inclined to engage in reappraisal
(Kalokerinos, Résibois, Verduyn, & Kuppens, 2017; Sheppes et al., 2014; Sheppes
et al., 2011). Extending these findings to interpersonal emotion regulation, Chapter
3 showed that listeners partially based their judgments of the support that sharers
needed on the level of distress that they perceived: The more upset the sharer
seemed to them, the more socio-affective support they thought the sharer needed.
Further corroborating these findings, Chapter 4 demonstrated that listeners
increased their socio-affective support provision, and decreased their cognitive
support provision, in response to higher emotional intensity experienced by the
sharer. These findings thus support Rimé’s (2009) timing hypothesis and show
that emotional intensity not only influences the strategies that people choose
regulate their own emotions (Sheppes et al., 2014), but also how they seek to
regulate others’ emotions. Future research is required to establish whether
support that is contingent upon timing and emotional intensity is in fact also more
effective in bringing about emotional recovery and relational benefits.

Beyond the Role of The Sharer: The Relational Context
The present dissertation has mostly focused on the role of the sharer in seeking
and potentially eliciting support from the listener. However, social sharing is a
dyadic process, and the listener thus also has a strong impact on, and is impacted
by, the sharing process. Below, I will describe how listeners may have different
motivations when attempting to regulate the sharer’s emotions, and how these
motivations may be shaped by the emotional impact the sharing process has on
them. Furthermore, I will describe the impact that support provision in turn may
have on the listener, as well as how these processes may vary depending on the
relational context (e.g., relationship type and closeness).
First, listening to sharers’ emotional disclosure may induce emotions in the
listener, for example as a result of coming to experience the same emotion (i.e.,
emotional contagion), or by experiencing distress over the other’s distress
(Parkinson & Simons, 2012; Rimé, 2009). Particularly those who tend to experience
distress when witnessing negative emotional experiences of others (i.e., high trait
personal distress) have been shown to experience frequent recurring thoughts
about the sharer (Stocks, López-Pérez, & Oceja, 2017). The fact that being exposed
to sharers’ emotional disclosure may in itself be an emotionally-inducing event is
also evidenced by the observation of secondary sharing – that is, listeners’ need to
share the sharer’s story with others (Christophe & Rimé, 1997). One reason why
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listeners may feel elevated distress is because they may feel pressured to provide
effective support and fix the problem (Jones, 2011; Perrine, 1993). Indeed, personal
distress in response to others’ emotional disclosure has been shown to be
enhanced to the extent that listeners feel a high degree of responsibility for the
other and when sharers do not show emotional improvement (Lewis & Manusov,
2009; Perrine, 1993). Furthermore, whereas problem solving has been found to
give listeners the feeling that they really tried to help, providing emotional
support (i.e., validating the other’s feelings) was actually associated with greater
experienced personal distress as compared to providing advice or attempting to
solve the problem (Lewis & Manusov, 2009; Perrine, 1993).
This emotional impact on the listener may in turn shape their motivation and
ability to provide adequate support (Sarason et al., 1990). High personal distress
in the listener may induce more egoistic motives for reducing the sharer’s distress
(Batson et al., 1987). Egoistic motives have been found to be associated with
ineffective forms of support, in contrast to altruistic motivations, which are
associated with more responsive caring (Feeney & Collins, 2001, 2003). This may
be because listeners who have egocentric motivations primarily respond in ways
that help them obtain their own goals (e.g., minimize the other’s problem in order
to alleviate their own distress, or to be able to get back to work) rather than in
ways driven by the desire to be responsive to the sharer’s needs. In support of this
idea, higher dispositional personal distress has been found to be associated with
increased provision of unhelpful support (e.g., criticizing, inattention,
disengagement, unhelpful advice), and decreased emotional and instrumental
support (Devoldre et al., 2010). Remarkably, in one study, male partners who
experienced high situational personal distress (but not empathic concern) in
response to their partner’s distress provided more instrumental support – a
finding that may reflect egoistic attempts to solve the problem (Verhofstadt et al.,
2016). Similarly, negative attributions regarding the partner or low relationship
commitment may also reduce the motivation or ability to provide adequate
support (Bodenmann, Randall, & Falconier, 2017). For example, when sharers are
chronically expressing negative affect, partners have been shown to discount
sharers’ need for support and feel more entitled to disengage, leading to less
responsive support provision (Forest et al., 2014). Thus, personal distress may
instill egoistic motivations that may lead listeners to help the sharer in order to
help themselves.
However, the degree of personal distress that listeners experience in response
to sharers’ disclosure and its consequences for their support provision may
depend on the type of relationship. Particularly in close relationships, the
emotional impact may be high. Close relationships are characterized by cognitive
and emotional interdependence, causing the partner’s distress to become one’s
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own distress (also termed “we-stress”; Bodenmann, 2005; Reis, 2014). This
enhances the chances of ‘common dyadic coping’, in which partners make the
situation a shared problem by focusing on how the situation may impact both
partners and engaging in joint coping efforts (Bodenmann, 2005). Interestingly, a
longitudinal study among 548 couples dealing with breast cancer showed that the
more the women reported the couple to engage in common dyadic coping, the
higher relationship quality and the fewer depressive symptoms both partners
experienced (Rottman et al., 2015). ‘Supportive dyadic coping’ (i.e., the provision
of socio-affective, cognitive or instrumental support), on the other hand, did not
predict these relational and emotional outcomes. This finding reflects the
interdependent nature of couples: If the listener does not experience a certain level
of distress in response to the sharer’s problem, this may signal a lack of
commitment. Importantly, then, dyadic coping is not purely altruistic: Ensuring
the other’s wellbeing ultimately also ensures relationship functioning, satisfaction
and wellbeing by fostering reciprocal trust, mutual closeness and intimacy
(Bodenmann, 2005; Cutrona & Gardner, 2006; see also Cialdini et al., 1997).
The way in which these sharing dynamics unfold is shaped by the relational
context. Both sharing partners come with their own ‘baggage’: They have their
own support preferences and trait-like expectations of the other’s responsiveness,
which are shaped by early attachment processes, as well as their relationship
history (Butner, Diamond, & Hicks, 2007; Sarason et al., 1990; Schoebi, 2008). The
closer people are, the more accumulated knowledge they have regarding each
other’s regulatory preferences, goals, and past experiences, and thus the better
they are able to recognize each other’s emotions and support needs (Ickes &
Hodges, 2013; López-Pérez et al., 2017; Wilhelm & Perrez, 2004; Zhang & Parmley,
2011). For example, people may know from prior experience that every time they
tried to offer a more positive perspective on the situation, it backfired, leaving
their friend or partner only more sad or frustrated. These prior experiences may
shape subsequent support behaviors (e.g., see Feeney, Cassidy, Lemay, & RamosMarcuse, 2009). As a result, sharing partners may create an idiosyncratic dynamic,
in which their behavior is driven by the history (expectations based on prior
behavior) and outlook of the relationship (e.g., relationship goals). Furthermore,
the way listeners provide support may not only be informed by what the listener
thinks the sharer desires, but also by what they think the sharer needs – the two
may not always be aligned. For example, a series of studies conducted by
Marigold and colleagues (Marigold et al., 2014) revealed that despite being aware
that their low self-esteem friends would not be receptive of cognitive support,
listeners nevertheless provided it, presumably because they felt it would be
functional. Sadly, however, providing well-intended support that sharers were
not willing to receive was detrimental for both members of the dyad. Thus, the
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type of relationship and its history may shape the type of support that listeners
provide, as well as its relational and emotional consequences.
Yet despite the potential emotional and demanding impact of social sharing,
support provision may also yield several beneficial consequences for the listener.
First, providing support may make listeners feel good about themselves: They
may feel useful and perceive themselves as good relationship partners (cf. Cialdini
et al., 1987; Manucia, Baumann, & Cialdini, 1984). Indeed, trying to make others
feel better has been found to make people feel better themselves as well (Niven,
Totterdell, Holman, & Headley, 2012). Furthermore, by helping others regulate
their emotions, listeners may practice regulatory skills (e.g. reappraisal), which in
turn may improve regulation of their own emotions (Doré, Morris, Burr, Picard,
& Ochsner, 2017). Finally, as discussed, adequate support provision promotes
relational benefits, thereby also fostering the listener’s own wellbeing (see
Bodenmann et al., 2017; Niven et al., 2012).
Thus, as hopefully has become apparent throughout this discussion, instances
of emotional experience and regulation in dyadic relationships are best
understood as dynamically changing bidirectional processes (Butler, 2011, 2015;
Jones, 2011; Schoebi & Randall, 2015). As our research has shown, the sharer’s
emotions shape the listener’s emotions and regulatory efforts, which in turn
impact the sharer, and on it goes. For example, experimental studies on how one
partner’s emotional expressions are linked to the other’s motivation to downregulate it (Marigold et al., 2014; Parkinson et al., 2016) highlight how emotional
experience and regulation feed back into one another. Sharing one’s emotions with
others enables others to better understand one’s emotions and needs, and to
respond responsively (Finkenauer & Righetti, 2011). Responsiveness, in turn,
fosters personal and relational wellbeing (Reis & Gable, 2015). As such, research
on social sharing nicely illustrates how emotions as well as attempts to regulate
one’s own and others’ emotions emerge from social interactions, but in turn also
shape these interactions and relationships (Mesquita & Boiger, 2014).

Strengths, Limitations and (More) Future Directions
The present research advances our theoretical understanding of social sharing.
The research is characterized by several strengths: First, while extant research has
investigated the prevalence and effectiveness of social sharing in general, very few
studies have looked into the process of sharing itself. This thesis contributes to the
literature by providing insight into (1) the type of support that sharers usually
seek, (2) the type of support that listeners typically provide, revealing how
listeners attune their support to sharers’ level of distress, support needs and
situational demands and (3) sharers’ active role in eliciting the support that they
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desire. As such, I believe that the current set of studies form an important first step
into better understanding when and why sharing may be (in)effective in
regulating one’s emotions.
Second, by breaking down the complex sharing process into separate parts, we
adopted well-controlled experimental approaches that allowed us to structurally
examine causal processes. For example, we assessed sharers’ support needs
(Chapter 2), how these needs shaped their sharing behavior (Chapter 3), and how
this sharing behavior in turn impacted inferred support needs by the listener
(Chapter 3). Third, we employed a multi-method approach, using innovative
paradigms to investigate support seeking and support provision. To illustrate, in
examining sharers’ support preferences and evaluations, participants thought
back at previous social sharing interactions (i.e., self-report, Chapter 2), imagined
obtaining specific forms of support (i.e., vignettes, Chapter 2), engaged in an
unstructured natural sharing interaction with an unacquainted other (Chapter 4),
and received support from a virtual human via a wizard-of-oz paradigm (Chapter
6). Furthermore, in assessing sharers’ and listeners’ behaviors, we used self-report,
such as autobiographical recall and real-time video-mediated recall, as well as
behavioral measures, such as emotional expressions and interpersonal emotion
regulation strategies, which were derived from text analysis of transcribed verbal
behaviors.
Finally, in light of Aldao’s (2013, page 5) call to researchers to use “emotioneliciting stimuli (..) that produce more complex emotional and motivational states
that are ideographically relevant and can therefore enhance the external and
ecological validity of the experimental approach”, the majority of our studies
included the use of autobiographical recall of self-relevant past emotional
experiences that still upset participants when thinking back at the event.
Despite the strengths of our research, several limitations and outstanding issues
are worth mentioning that future research may address. First, while our general
experimental approach ensured high experimental control, at times, this may have
come at the expense of ecological validity. One concern is that we instructed
participants to share an emotional situation that was still upsetting to them, which
may differ from natural, ‘acute’ sharing in which people are intrinsically
motivated to share spontaneously in response to an emotionally upsetting event.
For example, our approach likely restricted the range of emotional intensity
experienced in our participants. Because their emotional experience did not
naturally unfold during our studies, we were unable to study the effect of time –
both regarding sharers’ potentially fluctuating support needs, and of listeners’
support provision. Moreover, participants presumably shared situations that they
have shared before and have already processed to varying degrees, which may
also have impacted their support needs as well as responses to obtained support.
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Another consideration is that, in several of our studies, participants shared with
unacquainted others, which has implications for their support needs, support
expectations, support seeking behaviors, and support evaluations. While
participants shared with a stranger (Chapter 4) and virtual human (Chapter 6), it
should be noted that when assessing support needs, several of our studies did rely
on recalling or imagining sharing with a close other (see Chapter 2, 3 and 5). When
sharing in daily life, people mostly share with those close to them (Rimé, 2009),
and they may strategically (albeit largely unconsciously) seek out those
conversation partners whom they think will be able to fulfill their specific support
need (Cheung, Gardner, & Anderson, 2015). Furthermore, based on the nature and
history of the relationship, sharers may have different needs and expectations, and
the fulfillment of these expectations may be more important in shaping their
impact and sharers’ response than the mere support itself (Sarason et al., 1990).
For example, one study showed that when relationship partners provided more
emotional support than usual, this hardly resulted in affective changes in the
sharer, whereas providing less support than usual was consistently associated
with worsened mood and relationship processes (Bar-Kalifa & Rafaeli, 2015).
Likewise, unsupportive spousal behaviors have been found to be associated with
increased distress only to the extent that sharers were unsatisfied with their
relationship partner (Frazier et al 2003) – thus speaking to the importance of the
relational context that may shape the impact of support provision.
Consequently, an interesting question concerns the extent to which our
findings may generalize to sharing with close others. In general, given the tenacity
of sharers’ desire for socio-affective support observed throughout our studies, it
seems plausible that people always have a high need to be validated in order to
feel understood (cf. Reis et al., 2017). In addition, I would predict that the closer
the relationship, the stronger this need for socio-affective support, as it may fulfill
the need for a shared reality that may be even stronger among close others (see
Rossignac-Milon & Higgins, 2018). The question is whether listeners would show
a similar inclination towards socio-affective support provision (over cognitive
support provision) across different types of relationships. On the one hand, it
could be argued that close others would provide more socio-affective support than
strangers, given that the primary aim within a close relationship is to maintain or
promote intimacy (see Bodenmann et al., 2017). On the other hand, assuming that
in close relationships, a relatively high and steady degree of closeness should
already be established, the relational functionality of socio-affective support
provision may be less pronounced, providing a safer environment in which to
provide cognitive support. Somewhat in line with this possibility, it has been
shown that listeners are more inclined to provide unsolicited advice to those close
to them, and sharers in turn are also more accepting of such advice when it comes
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from close others (Feng & MacGeorge, 2006, 2010; Feng & Magen, 2016; but see
also Marigold et al., 2014). Furthermore, close others may have greater
background knowledge about both the sharer (e.g., typical emotional and
appraisal patterns, coping styles) and the event, thereby making it relatively easier
to provide adequate cognitive support.
Another limitation is that our studies relied on self-report to assess support
needs. Importantly, however, I do not mean to imply that social sharing is always
driven by explicit motives. For example, it has been shown that non-conscious
goals may shape the way people want to feel, and that these goals may also impact
regulatory behaviors (Koole, Webb, & Sheeran, 2015; Mauss, Bunge, & Gross,
2007; Tamir, Ford, & Ryan, 2013). Similarly, with regards to interpersonal emotion
regulation, sharers may have implicit goals regarding how they want to feel, or
how they would like others to respond, which may drive the way they seek
support. For example, the fact that people seek out others depending on their
desired response (Cheung, Gardner, & Anderson, 2015), and are more inclined to
share with those whom they predict to be responsive to their needs (Clark &
Finkel, 2005; Clark et al., 2001; Von Culin et al., 2017), speaks to sharers’ potentially
strategic support seeking behavior, of which they may not always be aware.
Through repeated experience, sharers may have implicitly learned that certain
people are more likely than others to fulfill specific support needs, or they may
have created habitual ways of expressing their emotions that have proven to be
effective in eliciting the desired response (cf. Koole et al., 2015). A challenge for
future research is to examine whether and how implicit support goals shape
supportive interactions. One potential way to manipulate implicit goals could be
to vary contextual features, such as the sharing partner or the type of problem
(e.g., see Bechtoldt, Beersma, & Van Kleef, 2018). Alternatively, by violating
sharers’ support expectations (e.g., by having close others respond in an unusual
way), sharers may become more aware of their implicit needs through actively
having to seek out their desired response.
Moreover, I would like to emphasize that despite mostly limiting ourselves to
(verbal) socio-affective and cognitive support, this is not to say that we consider
these the only meaningful forms of support. Conceptualizing social sharing as a
means of emotion-focused coping – that is, as an emotion regulation strategy
directed towards reducing the emotional response to a stressor – led to the
exclusion of strategies aimed towards removing the stressor (i.e., problem-focused
coping; e.g., see Folkman & Lazarus, 1980), such as advice or instrumental (i.e.,
practical) support. In Chapter 5, we did broaden the scope of support provision
by also examining regulation strategies that are focused on disengaging from the
emotional event, such as distracting the sharer, encouraging suppression, or
offering social companionship (i.e., spending any form of leisure time together).

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 170

General Discussion | 171

Nevertheless, our studies do not speak to the extent to which sharers may seek or
appreciate other forms of support than socio-affective and cognitive support, nor
how they may go about obtaining these forms of support. For example, it is
possible that when seeking distraction or suppression, people actually may be less
inclined to engage in social sharing (Trees, 2005).
Lastly, it remains an open question whether and how sharers may effectively
communicate their support needs through non-verbal channels, such as facial
expressions, eye gaze, bodily movements, or tone of voice. Non-verbal
communication may be particularly ambiguous – even more so to the extent that
sharers feel ambivalent about seeking support – leaving a lot of room for
misinterpretation (Barbee & Cunningham, 1995). For example, it has been shown
that people are worse than computers in identifying non-verbal markers of
distress (e.g., Lucas, Gratch, Scherer, Boberg, & Stratou, 2015), and may rely on
non-verbal behaviors to infer support needs that in fact do not vary as a function
of those needs (Trees, 2005). Relatedly, it would be interesting to examine the
relative role of non-verbal and verbal support provision in fostering emotional
and relational benefits. Especially socio-affective support may be communicated
non-verbally, for example by listening, nodding, vocal warmth or physical touch
(Jones, 2011). Yet other conversational aspects may also have profound
consequences: For example, greater conversational flow (e.g., short response
latencies and smooth turn taking) is associated with greater feelings of
connectedness, perceived understanding and social validation, thereby being
conducive to establishing a shared reality that people may seek when engaging in
social sharing (Koudenburg, Postmes, & Gordijn, 2011, 2013, 2017).

Concluding Thoughts
The present dissertation aimed to shed light on the paradoxical finding that
whereas so many of us believe that sharing our emotional experiences with others
will make us feel better, research suggests it often actually does not bring about
emotional recovery. By experimentally examining different parts of the sharing
process, we have illuminated some of the ways through which social sharing may
function as an effective or ineffective means of emotion regulation. First, our
research shows that one reason why social sharing is often ineffective in
promoting emotional recovery is because the sharing process may mostly revolve
around socio-affective support – a type of support that alleviates momentary
distress and fosters interpersonal closeness, but does not facilitate long-term
recovery (e.g., Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). We found that sharers are strongly
motivated to receive socio-affective support, a support preference that listeners
also assume and are inclined to try to fulfill. Furthermore, our findings speak to a
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potential role for sharers in eliciting the support that they desire. While we found
that sharers express their emotions differently depending on the support that they
seek, it remains unclear how exactly they may effectively communicate their
support needs. Conveying the level of distress seemed to be an effective cue for
eliciting socio-affective support provision, but future research is warranted to
better understand how sharers may effectively communicate their cognitive
support needs. Together, these studies reveal a preponderance of socio-affective
support provision, explaining why sharers may typically perceive sharing as
beneficial even though it does not engender emotional recovery.
Furthermore, we demonstrated that despite sharers’ typical preference for
socio-affective support, sharers can be receptive to cognitive support when
provided by a virtual human. While we do not envision virtual humans as a
replacement for humans, these findings do speak to virtual humans’ potential for
providing effective support and thereby point to a fruitful area for future research.
Finally, we provided a first step in showing that listeners may be aware that
sharers’ goals might depend on the situation, and attune their support
accordingly, regulating sharers’ emotions in ways that may be adaptive given the
specific situation. These findings highlight that to understand when and why
sharing is effective, it is crucial to define the goal for which sharing may be
instrumental. At the outset of this dissertation, we have conceptualized social
sharing as a dyadic means of emotion regulation, defining effectiveness in terms
of the ability to down-regulate the emotional experience elicited by a specific
event. However, our research suggests that sharers may have a different
predominant goal when sharing – that is, to feel understood and connected with
others – and that social sharing is typically effective in fulfilling this sociorelational function. Perhaps, then, a problem shared is a problem halved after all.
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Supplement 2.1: Pilot Study 1 (Additional Details on Method)
Emotional Intensity
Depending on their assigned condition, participants rated the extent to which
they felt the target emotion (sad, angry, worried, regretful, or generally bad) about
the event, both before and after sharing it with the other, using a 100-point slider
bar (0 = not at all to 100 = very much). Furthermore, to check whether participants
indeed recalled an instance primarily involving the target emotion, we asked
participants to rate the extent to which they felt sad, angry, worried, regretful, and
bad at the time of the event, on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very much). 38

Furthermore, participants were asked several control questions about their sharing partner, including
their gender, age, the type of relationship they had with them, general affect towards their partner
afterwards, amount of previous sharing, subsequent sharing and their sharing goals. These data are
available upon request.
38
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Supplement 2.2: Pilot Study 1 (Additional Results)
Manipulation Check
To check whether participants indeed recalled an instance primarily evoking
the target emotion, we conducted a repeated-measures analysis, with Emotion
Condition as a between-subjects variable, and the Emotional Intensity ratings for
all five emotions at the time of the event as a within-subjects variable. Mauchly’s
test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated, χ2(9) = 37.53, p
< .001. Therefore, degrees of freedom were corrected using Huynh-Feldt estimates
of sphericity (ε = .97). A significant interaction effect between Emotion Condition
and the experienced emotions emerged, F(15.49, 1065.09) = 26.84, p < .001, ηp2 =
.28. For all means and standard deviations, see Table S2.1 below. Pairwise
comparisons across emotion conditions showed that those in the anger condition
experienced significantly more anger compared to those in the other four emotion
conditions (all ps < .001). Similarly, those in the worry condition experienced more
worry compared to those in the other four emotion conditions (all ps < .001), and
those in the regret condition experienced more regret compared to those in the
other four emotion conditions (all ps < .021). Also as intended, those in the sadness
condition experienced significantly more sadness compared to those in the anger,
regret, and worry conditions (all ps < .001). However, those in the sadness
condition did not experience more sadness compared to those in the GNA
condition (p = 1.000). Finally, those in the GNA condition felt more bad than those
in the anger condition (p < .001), worry condition (p = .010), and regret condition
(p = .031). They did not, however, feel more bad than those in the sadness
condition (p = .119). Thus, with the exception of the GNA condition closely
resembling the sadness condition, the manipulation of the recalled emotions was
successful.39

Similarly, pairwise comparisons within conditions revealed that participants always experienced the
target emotion most intensely compared to the other four emotions (all p’s < .028), with one exception:
Those in the GNA condition felt equally bad as sad (p = 1.000).
39
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Table S2.1
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Emotional Intensity Ratings for all Five Emotion
Conditions of Pilot Study 1
Condition
Rated Emotion

Sadness

Anger

Worry

Regret

GNA

Sadness

90.12 (17.55)

43.30 (32.45)

60.76 (37.51)

63.86 (34.52)

82.65 (23.55)

Anger

59.29 (35.99)

88.82 (16.76)

41.31 (35.32)

48.59 (37.58)

58.79 (33.09)

Worry

55.56 (37.21)

47.80 (35.94)

90.69 (15.33)

52.22 (37.59)

56.35 (33.52)

Regret

54.00 (35.53)

38.00 (34.12)

41.57 (36.50)

80.27 (27.44)

59.84 (35.89)

GNA

68.55 (31.96)

46.64 (34.21)

64.00 (31.78)

65.37 (34.79)

83.18 (20.23)

58

56

58

51

57

N

Emotional Intensity
We conducted a hierarchical linear regression to test the relative importance of
all types of fulfilled sharing motives in predicting emotional intensity after
sharing, while controlling for emotional intensity before sharing. In the first step,
Pre-Sharing Emotional Intensity was added as a predictor of Post-Sharing
Emotional Intensity using the Enter method. In the next step, all six fulfilled
motives were added. The first model, which included only Pre-Sharing Emotional
Intensity, was significant, F(1, 278) = 163.04, p < .001. More importantly, however,
the second model including all types of fulfilled sharing motives did not lead to a
significant change in explained variance, R2 change = .02, F(6, 272) = 1.64, p = .137.
Adding interaction terms between Emotion and all six motives in a third block in
the regression model did not lead to a significant change in explained variance, R2
change = .01, F(6, 266) = .57, p = .752. Fulfilment of any of the six support motives
thus did not predict emotional intensity after sharing.
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Supplement 2.3: Complete Report of Pilot Study 2
Introduction
The first pilot study was exploratory, designed to examine the type of sharing
goals individuals report when sharing their emotions with others and how these
relate to beneficial outcomes. The findings showed that, across emotions, socioaffective and cognitive support were the most important contributors to a positive
sharing experience. Furthermore, arousing empathy and attention appeared a
negative predictor of perceived benefits. Given the multitude of measures
included in the first pilot study, we conducted a replication of this study to
strengthen the confidence in our findings.
In this study, we adopted a slightly different design. Again, we asked
participants to recall an instance in which they shared a specific emotional
experience with another person, this time either with someone who did or did not
respond in the way they had hoped for. By manipulating the recollection in this
way, we aimed to learn more about what contributes to whether people feel that
a sharing episode is satisfying or not, without explicitly asking for it. Certain needs
may be relatively implicit and thus less accessible to self-report, but may become
more explicit when violated. Indeed, recent research is increasingly showing that
people can have non-conscious goals that can shape how they want to feel (Tamir
et al., 2013), whether they will engage in emotion regulation (Mauss, Bunge, et al.,
2007; Mauss, Cook, & Gross, 2007), and what kind of strategies they will select for
doing so (Williams, Bargh, Nocera, & Gray, 2009).

Method
Participants
A total of 438 participants completed the study in exchange for $0.40, and were
recruited through Crowdflower. Forty-three participants indicated that they failed
to successfully recall an emotional instance and they were therefore removed from
the dataset. Eleven cases were deleted because they participated multiple times.
Furthermore, 37 participants did not follow the instructions (i.e., they did not
recall an emotional event). This resulted in a final sample of 347 participants (68%
male), with a mean age of 32.8 (SD = 9.7), ranging from 18 to 70 years.
Procedure
Participants were asked to recall an emotional experience that they had shared
with someone who, depending on their assigned condition, either had or had not
responded in a way that they had hoped for. First, they were asked some general
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questions about the emotional event. Then, they were asked to think back at the
sharing episode with the other person, and were asked to fill out several
questionnaires concerning general information about the sharing partner, their
sharing motives, the degree to which these motives were fulfilled, and several
other potential benefits of sharing. Finally, they provided basic demographics
about themselves, after which they were debriefed and thanked for participating.
In total, the study took 10 to 15 minutes.
Design and Material
The study involved a 5 (Emotion: sadness, worry, anger, regret, or general
negative affect) x 2 (Sharing Experience: satisfying vs. unsatisfying) betweensubjects design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the 10 conditions.
Depending on the condition, participants were asked to recall a past event that
had made them feel sad, worried, regretful, angry, or generally bad. Furthermore,
half of the participants were asked to recall an instance that they had shared with
another person who was uninvolved in the emotional situation itself, and who
responded in a way they had hoped for (i.e., satisfying condition). The other half
of the participants recalled an event that they had shared with someone who had
not responded in the way that they had hoped for (i.e., unsatisfying condition).
Fulfilled sharing motives, perceived benefits, emotional intensity, and
interpersonal closeness were all measured using the same items as in the original
pilot study. Furthermore, we measured not only fulfilment of participants’ sharing
motives, but also the strength of these motives before sharing. To this end,
participants rated all of the same items as used in Study 1 (i.e., an adaptation of
the Social Sharing Motives Scale, see Appendix A). The fulfilment of these motives
was assessed twice: before and after sharing. Based on the factor analysis results
of the original Pilot Study, we calculated subscale means for each of the six
motives separately for pre-sharing motives and post-sharing fulfilment of those
motives. From now on, we differentiate between these two by referring to desired
and fulfilled sharing motives.40

Furthermore, participants were asked several control questions about their sharing partner, including
their gender, age, the type of relationship they had with them, general affect towards their partner
afterwards, amount of previous sharing, subsequent sharing, time lapse between the event and sharing,
as well study participation, their confidence in fulfilling their goals, and anticipated improvement in
affect. These data are available upon request.
40
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Results
Perceived Benefits
First, in order to establish whether the pattern of results in the pilot study
replicated in the second pilot study, we entered all six fulfilled sharing motives as
predictors of the perceived benefits scale in a regression analysis. We found the
same three significant predictors as in the original Pilot Study. Again, SocioAffective Support (b = .51, t[339] = 6.94, p < .001) and Cognitive Support (b = .17,
t[339] = 2.14, p = .033) were significant positive predictors of Perceived Benefits.
Furthermore, Arousing Empathy and Attention was a negative predictor of
Perceived Benefits (b = -.18, t[339] = -2.43, p = .016). Venting, Informing, and
Warning did not significantly predict perceived benefits (all ps > .376). Adding
interaction terms between Emotion and all six motives in a second block in the
regression model again did not lead to a significant change in explained variance,
R2 change = .01, F(6, 334) = .50, p = .806.
Sharing Experience
Furthermore, this study included two different recall conditions in order to
assess which types of motives contributed to whether people judged a sharing
episode as satisfying or not. To this end, a repeated-measures analysis was
conducted with Sharing Experience condition (satisfying vs. unsatisfying sharing
episode) and Emotion (sadness, worry, regret, anger, or general negative affect) as
between-subjects factors, and Motive Phase (desired vs. fulfilled sharing motives)
as a within-subject variable, for each of the six motives separately. The Motive
Phase variable is thus indicative of potential discrepancies between desired and
fulfilled sharing motives.
For three of six sharing motives, a significant interaction emerged between
Motive Phase and Sharing Experience. These included Cognitive Support (F[1,
337] = 10.17, p = .002, ηp2 = .03), Socio-Affective Support (F[1, 337] = 31.42, p < .001,
ηp2 = .09), and Arousing Empathy and Attention (F[1, 337] = 4.54, p = .034, ηp2 =
.01). In the satisfying sharing episode condition, participants reported to have
obtained an amount of cognitive support that was equivalent to what they had
desired (F [1, 337] = 2.22, p = .138, ηp² = .01), whereas in the unsatisfying condition,
participants reported having received less cognitive support than initially desired
(F [1, 337] = 9.17, p = .003, ηp² = .03). Similarly, in the satisfying condition,
participants reported to have obtained the amount of socio-affective support that
they had desired (F [1, 337] = 0.73, p = .395, ηp² < .01), whereas in the unsatisfying
condition, participants reported having received less socio-affective support than
initially desired (F [1, 337] = 50.42, p < .001, ηp² = .13). For Arousing Empathy and
Attention, we observed the opposite pattern. In the satisfying condition,
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participants reported having aroused more empathy and attention than initially
desired (F [1, 337] = 9.59, p = .002, ηp² = .03), whereas those in the unsatisfying
condition reported having aroused as much empathy and attention as they had
desired (F [1, 337] = 0.02, p = .922, ηp² < .01). Finally, no significant interactions
emerged with Emotion (all ps > .05), indicating that the observed patterns were
similar across all five emotion conditions.
Emotional Intensity
We conducted hierarchical linear regression to test the relative importance of
all types of fulfilled sharing motives in predicting emotional intensity after
sharing, while controlling for emotional intensity before sharing. In the first step,
Pre-Sharing Emotional Intensity was added as a predictor of Post-Sharing
Emotional Intensity using the Enter method. In the next step, all six fulfilled
sharing motives were added. Again, the first model including only Pre-Sharing
Emotional Intensity was significant, F(1, 345) = 4.10, p = .044. Replicating the
original pilot study, the second model including all types of fulfilled sharing
motives did not lead to a significant change in explained variance, R2 change = .03,
F(6, 339) = 1.73, p = .114. Adding interaction terms between Emotion and all six
fulfilled motives in a third step in the regression model also did not lead to a
significant change in explained variance, R2 change = .03, F(6, 333) = 1.84, p = .091.
Again, fulfilment of any of the six sharing motives thus did not predict emotional
intensity after sharing.
Interpersonal Closeness
We conducted hierarchical linear regression to test the relative importance of
all types of fulfilled sharing motives in predicting interpersonal closeness. In the
first step, Pre-Sharing Closeness was added as a predictor of Post-Sharing
Closeness using the Enter method. In the next step, all six fulfilled sharing motives
were added. Again, the first model including only Pre-Sharing Closeness was
highly significant, F(1, 344) = 276.84, p < .001. More importantly, including all
fulfilled motives in the second model led to a significant increase in explained
variance, R2 change = .06, F(6, 338) = 6.86, p < .001. Similarly to the original Pilot
Study, obtained Socio-Affective Support was a significant positive predictor of
interpersonal closeness after sharing, b = .28, t(337) = 4.56, p < .001. Furthermore,
Arousing Empathy and Attention was a significant negative predictor of
interpersonal closeness after sharing, b = -.15, t (337) = -2.47, p = .014. Cognitive
Support, Informing, Warning, and Venting did not significantly predict
interpersonal closeness after sharing (all ps > .135). Finally, adding interaction
terms between Emotion and all six fulfilled motives in a third step in the
regression model did not lead to a significant change in explained variance, R2
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change < .01, F(6, 332) = .51, p = .802. Fulfilled sharing motives thus predicted
interpersonal closeness similarly across all five emotion conditions.

Discussion
Replicating the results of the Pilot Study, we found that socio-affective support
and cognitive support were the only positive predictors of perceived benefits,
across emotions. Moreover, our more indirect test of contributors to a satisfying
sharing episode largely supported these findings: Unsatisfying sharing instances
were characterized by a lack of socio-affective and cognitive support (i.e.,
receiving less support than initially desired) as compared to satisfying sharing
episodes, where no such discrepancy was observed. Slightly more puzzling,
however, was that despite the finding that arousing empathy and attention was
again a negative predictor of perceived benefits as well as interpersonal closeness,
satisfying sharing instances were actually characterised by having aroused more
empathy and attention than initially desired.
Furthermore, replicating the pilot study, we found that participants always
reported a reduction in emotional intensity after sharing, regardless of whether
the other responded in the way they had hoped for. Although this may seem
surprising, this finding is in line with previous research showing that people seem
to believe in the general effectiveness of sharing and always report benefits after
having done so (see Zech & Rimé, 2005). Finally, also replicating the Pilot Study,
socio-affective support was a positive predictor of interpersonal closeness, which
is in line with previous research (e.g., Batenburg & Das, 2014; Nils & Rimé, 2012)
as well as the general finding of Studies 1 and 2 indicating that socio-affective
support is most appreciated.
In sum, based on the two pilot studies, it seems safe to conclude that socioaffective support and cognitive support are positive predictors of perceived
benefits, contributing to a satisfying sharing experience. Furthermore, of these two
types of support, it appears to be socio-affective support in particular that brings
about enhanced interpersonal closeness.
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Supplement 2.4: Pilot Test Vignettes Study 1
The content of the vignettes (see Appendix A) was based on a pilot test.
Twenty-two participants read all vignettes and were asked by means of free
labelling which emotion(s) the vignette evoked in them (maximum of three
emotions). For the sadness vignette, 95% of the participants reported feeling sad.
Similarly, for the anger vignette, 91% of the participants reported feeling angry.
For the worry vignette, the most frequently reported emotions were worry (36%)
and anxiety (41%). The general negative affect vignette evoked a mix of negative
emotions, including irritation (41%), frustration (27%), anger (27%), a bad mood
(‘cranky’; 27%), and sadness (18%). The regret vignette, however, unintendedly
also evoked a mix of other emotions. Therefore, we changed this vignette. In the
final version as used in the present study, a newly conducted free-labelling task
resulted in regret (50%) and sadness (94%) being the two most frequently reported
emotions for the regret scenario. In addition to testing the new regret scenario, we
had participants (N = 16) read all five scenarios, and rate all five target emotions
on a 7-point Likert scale (i.e. anger, sadness, worry, regret, and general negative
affect). The data showed that across the different scenarios, the regret scenario did
evoke more regret than the other four scenarios (see Table S2.2 for means and
standard deviations). Furthermore, several pilot studies of regret vignettes
revealed that regret was almost always accompanied by another negative
emotion. This is not surprising, as people experience regret when they think that
the outcome of a situation would have been better if they had acted differently
(e.g., if one would have joined the holiday, one would not feel sad about missing
out; Zeelenberg et al., 1998). We therefore did not adjust the vignette further.
Table S2.2
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Emotional Intensity Ratings for all Five Vignettes of Study
1 (N = 16).

Vignette
Rated Emotion

Anger

Sadness

Worry

Regret

GNA

Anger

6.63 (0.62)

2.25 (2.02)

3.69 (2.02)

3.37 (1.75)

3.81 (2.11)

Sadness

3.00 (1.79)

5.25 (1.98)

6.94 (0.25)

5.38 (1.63)

3.50 (2.07)

Worry

4.88 (1.78)

6.69 (0.70)

4.56 (2.13)

5.25 (1.29)

2.13 (2.00)

Regret

4.44 (2.19)

1.75 (1.48)

2.56 (1.83)

5.94 (1.06)

2.00 (1.16)

GNA

5.63 (1.36)

5.44 (1.83)

6.44 (0.96)

5.63 (1.26)

5.63 (1.63)
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Supplement 2.5: Additional Results of Study 1 (Control
Questions and Supportive Reactions)
To make sure any differences between the support evaluations were not due to
unintended differences between the vignettes, we asked participants in Study 1 to
rate the extent to which they could imagine themselves being in the described
situation (M = 5.73, SD = 1.14), the degree to which they judged the vignettes as
realistic (M = 5.57, SD = 1.23), and how realistic they found the supportive
reactions to be (M = 5.56, SD = 1.18). They were also asked to what extent the
vignette reminded them of a real situation from their own life (M = 4.14, SD =
1.89). All four questions were answered on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all to 7
= very much).
ANOVAs were conducted separately for each of the four control questions,
with Emotion as a between-subjects factor. Participants did not differ in the ease
with which they could imagine themselves in the vignettes, F(4, 271) = 1.36, p =
.249, ηp2 = .02. Emotion had a small yet significant overall main effect on the
realism attributed to the vignettes, F(4, 271) = 2.43, p = .048, ηp2 = .02. Bonferroni
post-hoc tests, however, revealed no significant differences between the different
vignettes (all ps > .120). All vignettes can thus be considered equally realistic. The
supportive reactions did not differ significantly in perceived realism, F(4, 271) =
2.19, p = .071, ηp2 = .03. Finally, the vignettes differed in the extent to which they
reminded the participants of personal experiences, F(4, 271) = 8.10, p < .001, ηp2 =
.11. Bonferroni post-hoc tests revealed that the worry vignette (M = 3.21, SD = 2.01)
reminded participants less of a personal situation compared to the vignette
evoking general negative affect (M = 4.93, SD = 1.33, p < .001), regret (M = 4.66, SD
= 1.83, p < .001), and sadness (M = 4.13, SD = 1.96, p = .057).
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Supplement 2.6: Pilot Test Vignettes Study 2
Again, the vignettes were pilot tested to make sure that they would elicit the
target emotions. Sixty-nine participants read one of the four vignettes (i.e.,
sadness, anger, regret, or worry) and reported a maximum of three emotions that
they would feel if they would find themselves in the described situation. The anger
vignette elicited anger in 56% of the participants; 93% of the participants reported
experiencing sadness in response to the sadness vignette. The regret vignette
evoked regret (53%), but sadness was equally frequently reported (53%). For the
same reasons reported for Study 1, we did not further alter this vignette. Finally,
in response to the worry vignette, sadness was mentioned more frequently (56%)
than worry (22%). Originally, the target of the vignette was a friend who might
have skin cancer. In order to increase self-relevance and worry, we changed the
target to the self, and made the worry more explicit (i.e., by indicating the doctor
was concerned and wrote a referral letter to a specialist to check whether it might
be skin cancer).
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Supplement 3.1: Supplemental Materials
Supplement 3.1.1: Bogus Articles Used in Study 1
In Study 1, participants were presented with an article advocating the use of socioaffective support, cognitive support, or mere sharing, depending on the assigned
condition. Please note that these are translations of the articles, which were
originally in Dutch. The articles were presented to participants in a realisticlooking newspaper article layout.
Socio-affective support condition
ROUGH PATCH? TALK ABOUT IT!
Comfort and empathy appear to be the best remedy against emotional distress.
Everyone is troubled by negative emotions like anger, sadness or disappointment
every once in a while. Some people are better able to deal with these emotions
than others. Talking about your negative emotions can bring relief, but if it works
depends on how the other responds. Researchers of the University of Birmingham
followed 200 people for a period of two months to study the effects of talking
about one’s emotions. Two kinds of responses were distinguished: comfort and a
dissenting opinion. Comfort was things like providing attention, validation and
empathy. A dissenting opinion is when the listener offers a different perspective
on the situation. The results of the study showed that emotional recovery was
most instant when conversational partners provided comfort by listening
carefully and showing empathy. The listener’s sympathy made the sharers feel
connected and supported, and they therefore felt less upset. Providing comfort
and empathy thus form an effective way to reduce negative emotions in others.
January 2016, by Derk Versteeghen

Cognitive support condition
ROUGH PATCH? TALK ABOUT IT!
A dissenting opinion appears to be the best remedy against emotional distress.
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Everyone is troubled by negative emotions like anger, sadness or disappointment
every once in a while. Some people are better able to deal with these emotions
than others. Talking about your negative emotions can bring relief, but if it works
depends on how the other responds. Researchers of the University of Birmingham
followed 200 people for a period of two months to study the effects of talking
about one’s emotions. Two kinds of responses were distinguished: comfort and a
dissenting opinion. Comfort was things like providing attention, validation and
empathy. A dissenting opinion is when the listener offers a different perspective
on the situation. The results of the study showed that emotional recovery was
most instant when the conversational partners provided a dissenting opinion.
With their new outlook they could help put the situation in perspective, and to
approach it from a more positive angle. This helped the sharers to look at the
situation differently, causing them to feel less distress. Providing a dissenting
opinion and different perspective thus form an effective way to reduce negative
emotions in others.
January 2016, by Derk Versteeghen

Control condition
ROUGH PATCH? TALK ABOUT IT!
Talking about your feelings appears to be a good remedy against emotional
distress.
Everyone is troubled by negative emotions like anger, sadness or disappointment
every once in a while. Some people are better able to deal with these emotions
than others. Talking about your negative emotions can bring relief. Researchers of
the University of Birmingham followed 200 people for two months to study the
effects of talking about one’s emotions. To this end, they used daily-diary
methods. At random moments during the day, participants were probed via a
smartphone to indicate which emotions they had experienced during the previous
hour and whether they had shared these emotions with others. Every probe ended
with a measure of the emotional state of the participant. The results showed that
talking led to emotional recovery. When the participants had shared their
emotions, they felt much better than when they had kept their feelings to
themselves. Sharing your emotions thus appears an effective way to reduce
emotional distress.
January 2016, by Derk Versteeghen

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 224

Supplement 3 | 225

Supplement 3.1.2: Instructions Used in Study 1
In Study 1, after reading the bogus article participants had been randomly
assigned to read, they were presented with different instructions, dependent on
their experimental condition. These instructions are presented below.

Socio-affective support goal condition
Previous research shows that people who feel upset are best helped by comfort
and empathy. However, there is very little known about what people do to acquire
comfort and empathy from others. To gain more insight into this, we would now
like to ask you to share an emotional event in such a way that you think you stand
the biggest chance that your conversation partner will provide comfort and
empathy.
You will now start sharing your story in front of the camera. Please read the
instructions below carefully and take your time.
1.

Please take the time to think back at a situation in your life in which you
were worried that a relationship would end, or that you might lose
someone. You can think of a bad period in a romantic relationship, a good
friend or a family member with whom you were in a fight, or a loved one
who moved away, etc. Please go back in time and try to immerse yourself
in the situation.

2.

Now imagine you are right back into it, and you’re talking to your friend
on Skype. You both globally discussed your day, and you’re about to tell
them about the situation at hand. You have a very strong need to be
comforted by someone who is empathizing with you.

3.

Please switch the hourglass whenever you’re ready, look at the camera,
and tell your friend in maximally 3 minutes about the situation at hand.
Try to describe the situation in such a way that your friend will show
empathy and provide comfort. Start the video message by looking at the
camera and calling your friend by name. Please call the experimenter who
is in the room next door to start the camera before you start sharing!
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4.

When you’ve finished your video message you can proceed by clicking
the arrow below.

Cognitive support goal condition
Previous research shows that people who feel upset are best helped by a
dissenting opinion and a different perspective. However, there is very little known
about what people do to acquire that dissenting opinion and different perspective
from others. To gain more insight into this, we would now like to ask you to share
an emotional event in such a way that you think you stand the biggest chance that
your conversation partner will provide a dissenting opinion and a different
perspective.
You will now start sharing your story in front of the camera. Please read the
instructions below carefully and take your time.
1.

Please take the time to think back at a situation in your life in which you
were worried that a relationship would end, or that you might lose
someone. You can think of a bad period in a romantic relationship, a good
friend or a family member with whom you were in a fight, or a loved one
who moved away, etc. Please go back in time and try to immerse yourself
in the situation.

2.

Now imagine you are right back into it, and you’re talking to your friend
on Skype. You both globally discussed your day, and you’re about to tell
them about the situation at hand. You have a very strong need to hear a
dissenting opinion and for someone to convince you there is also a
different way of looking at the situation.

3.

Please switch the hourglass whenever you’re ready, look at the camera
and tell your friend in maximally 3 minutes about the situation at hand.
Please share your story in such a way that your friend will give a
dissenting opinion and provide a different perspective. Start the video
message by looking at the camera and calling your friend by name. Please
call the experimenter who is in the room next door to start the camera
before you start sharing!

4.

When you’ve finished your video message you can proceed by clicking
the arrow below.
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Control condition
Previous research shows that people who feel upset benefit from talking about this
with others. However, little is known about what people tell exactly. To gain more
insight into this, we would now like to ask you to share an emotional event.
You will now start sharing your story in front of the camera. Please read the
instructions below carefully and take your time.
1.

Please take the time to think back at a situation in your life in which you
were worried that a relationship would end, or that you might lose
someone. You can think of a bad period in a romantic relationship, a good
friend or a family member with whom you were in a fight, or a loved one
who moved away, etc. Please go back in time and try to immerse yourself
in the situation.

2.

Now imagine you are right back into it, and you’re talking to your friend
on Skype. You both globally discussed your day, and you’re about to tell
them about the situation at hand.

3.

Please switch the hourglass whenever you’re ready, look at the camera
and tell your friend in maximally 3 minutes about the situation at hand.
There are no right or wrong answers. Start the video message by looking
at the camera and calling your friend by name. Please call the
experimenter who is in the room next door to start the camera before you
start sharing!

4.

When you’ve finished your video message you can proceed by clicking
the arrow below.
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Supplement 3.1.3: Coding Scheme Used in Study 1
Below is the coding scheme that was used in Study 1. It is an adapted version of a
coding scheme developed by Feldkamp, Sauter and Fischer (2018). Not all
categories were used in the analyses (see the Method section of Study 1).

Emotion terms
Specific emotion terms
o Explanation: Words directly referring to specific affective states.
This also includes the described absence of a specific state (i.e.
indicating not to feel a specific emotional state).
o Subcategories:
§ Specific emotion terms referring to the self
• E.g. “I felt sad”
§ Specific emotion terms referring to others
• E.g. “She was very angry”
-

Valence-only emotion terms
o Explanation: Words directly referring to affective state but only
in terms of valence.
o Subcategories:
§ Valence-only emotion terms referring to the self
• E.g. “I felt bad”
§ Valence-only emotion terms referring to others
• E.g. “He was down”

-

Emotion-related actions referring to the self
o Explanation: Actions and emotional responses indirectly
referring to affective states, such as physiological reactions,
motor expressions and action tendencies.
o Subcategories:
§ Specific emotion terms referring to the self
• E.g. “I wanted to cry”
§ Specific emotion terms referring to others
• E.g. “He was blushing”
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Appraisals
Novelty/Expectation
o Explanation: Did you expect this situation to occur?
o Subcategories:
§ Expected
• E.g. “I was waiting for this to happen”
§ Unexpected
• E.g. “I did not see this coming”
-

Intrinsic Pleasantness
o Explanation: Did you find the event itself pleasant or unpleasant?
o Subcategories:
§ Unpleasant
• E.g. “Something horrible happened”
§ Pleasant
• E.g. “It was fun”

-

Coping potential
o Explanation: How do you evaluate your ability to act on or to cope
with the event and its consequences when you were confronted
with this situation?
o Subcategories:
§ High
• E.g. “I felt we could figure it out together”
§ Low
• E.g. “I don’t know what to do”

-

Compatibility with external standards (Norms & Fairness)
o Explanation: If the event was caused by your own or someone
else’ behavior, would this behavior itself be judged as improper or
immoral? Would you say that the situation or event that caused
your emotion was unjust or unfair?
o Subcategories:
§ Fair
• E.g. “She had a point”
§ Unfair
• E.g. “I find it so disrespectful”
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Emotion regulation strategies (i.e., attempts to regulate one’s own emotions)
Suppression
o Explanation: Describing that one is or was suppressing an
emotional expression (or attempting to do so). This can also be
an evaluation of inappropriateness of (expressing or
experiencing) one’s emotion (but thereby indicating one in fact is
feeling it).
o Subcategories:
§ Current
• E.g. “Who am I to say something about this?”
§ Past
• E.g. “I was holding back my tears”
-

Reappraisal
o Explanation: Putting the situation in perspective, trying to see it
from a different angle (e.g., more positive, or broader
perspective).
o Subcategories:
§ Current
• E.g. “[She was being very mean to me], but
maybe she was just having a bad day”
§ Past
• E.g. “[I knew it would be hard], but I tried to
tell myself it would only be temporary”

-

Distraction
o Explanation: Diverting attention.
o Subcategories:
§ Current
• E.g. “I try not to think about it too much”
§ Past
• E.g. “I decided to just go party”

-

Explicit request for the other’s view
o Explanation: Attempt to (emotionally) involve the imagined
receiver of the message and ask for an emotional response, help,
advice, their view or experience.
o Subcategories:
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§

§

Current
• Note that an explicit request needs to be made
to the other person, thus implying two
conditions: (1) the other is explicitly addressed
(“you”) and (2) they explicitly request a
reaction from the other person. Thus, rhetorical
questions or statements that do not necessarily
require a response from the other person are
not coded.
• E.g. “I’m curious what you think of this
situation”
Past
• These concern past attempts to receive support
from someone else. This can be any kind of
social support: socio-affective, cognitive or
physical
• E.g. “I called my friend to ask what she
thought”
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Supplement 3.1.4: Stories Used in Study 2
In Study 2, participants were presented with two stories. Depending on the
condition they were randomly assigned to, they received one of the three versions
emphasizing emotion terms, appraisals, or just facts (i.e. control condition). These
are presented separately below.
Instructions (for both stories, same for all conditions):
Please imagine meeting up with a friend of yours. You haven’t seen each other for
a week and you’re just catching up. They tell you the following story:

Story 1: Appraisal Condition
Last weekend was awful. Remember the camping trip me and Sam had planned
for months? That was last weekend. So we were out there all weekend, in the
woods. And all this time, Sam was being a bit distant, mostly in his own world
you know, kind of ignoring me. It was very strange. Most of the time I just tried
to enjoy the surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner, sitting by the fire. But at the
end of the weekend, I asked him what was up, why he was so quiet and distant.
First, he didn’t say anything, he was being really quiet. But then, after a lot of
probing, he in the end told me that he had cheated on me. It was really unexpected.
It was with this girl who I even know – I thought she was just a friend of his. So
crazy. He said it had only happened once, that he’s not in love with her, and that
he still wants to be with me. It’s such a heartbreaking situation. We’ve been
together for such a long time. And it turned out that people around me knew about
it, and never told me or did anything about it. It’s so disrespectful that none of
them told me, and there’s nothing I can do about it. And now it has been days
since I talked with him, and I don’t know what to do.
Story 1: Emotion Terms Condition
So I felt awful last weekend. Remember the camping trip me and Sam had planned
for months? That was last weekend. So we were out there all weekend, in the
woods. And all this time, Sam was being a bit distant, mostly in his own world
you know, kind of ignoring me. I felt very uncomfortable. Most of the time I just
tried to enjoy the surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner, sitting by the fire. But
at the end of the weekend, I asked him what was up, why he was so quiet and
distant. First, he didn’t say anything, he was being really quiet. But then, after a
lot of probing, he in the end told me that he had cheated on me. And that really
hurt me. It was with this girl who I even know – I thought she was just a friend of
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his. I was shocked. He said it had only happened once, that he’s not in love with
her, and that he still wants to be with me. I feel heartbroken. We’ve been together
for such a long time. And it turned out that people around me knew about it, and
never told me or did anything about it. I’m so angry, and sad.. And now it has
been days since I talked with him, and I feel so helpless.
Story 1: Control Condition
Remember the camping trip me and Sam had planned for months? That was last
weekend. So we were out there all weekend, in the woods. And all this time, Sam
was being a bit distant, mostly in his own world you know, kind of ignoring me.
Most of the time I just tried to enjoy the surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner,
sitting by the fire. But at the end of the weekend, I asked him what was up, why
he was so quiet and distant. First, he didn’t say anything, he was being really quiet.
But then, after a lot of probing, he in the end told me that he had cheated on me.
It was with this girl who I even know – I thought she was just a friend of his. He
said it had only happened once, that he’s not in love with her, and that he still
wants to be with me. We’ve been together for such a long time. And it turned out
that people around me knew about it, and never told me or did anything about it.
And now it has been days since I talked with him.
Story 2: Appraisal Condition
Remember I told you I about my annual review at work? I had it last Friday. And
guess what? I was laid off.. It was so unexpected. You know how much I liked my
job. And I’ve been working there for five years now. I’ve always performed well,
always been on time, never turned down extra chores. This is so unfair. My boss
told me that they are having many layoffs, budget cuts you know. He said it
wasn’t me, that there was nothing I could have done differently. But still.. I will
need to leave by the end of summer. It really sucks to have to leave the place. And
it’s unclear whether I’ll be able to find another job soon. I still have to pay back my
student loans from college. This sucks so badly. There are so many things I want
to do, places I want to go to. I’ve been meaning to get a gym subscription, I wanted
to travel next winter. So many things. Having no job and no money messes up
everything. It’s such a difficult situation. And it’s totally out of my hands. And
now I’ll need to start looking for a job. There may not be any jobs available.
Story 2: Emotion Terms Condition
Remember I told you I about my annual review at work? I had it last Friday. And
guess what? I was laid off.. I was so shocked. You know how much I liked my job.
And I’ve been working there for five years now. I’ve always performed well,
always been on time, never turned down extra chores. This really makes me angry.
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My boss told me that they are having many layoffs, budget cuts you know. He
said it wasn’t me, that there was nothing I could have done differently. But still.. I
will need to leave by the end of summer. I’m really sad to have the leave the place.
And I’m worried I may not be able to find another job soon. I still have to pay back
my student loans from college. I feel so frustrated. There are so many things I want
to do, places I want to go to. I’ve been meaning to get a gym subscription, I wanted
to travel next winter. So many things. Having no job and no money messes up
everything. I feel so annoyed and helpless. And now I’ll need to start looking for
a job. This really worries me.
Story 2: Control Condition
Remember I told you I about my annual review at work? I had it last Friday. And
guess what? I was laid off.. You know how much I liked my job. And I’ve been
working there for five years now. I’ve always performed well, always been on
time, never turned down extra chores. My boss told me that they are having many
layoffs, budget cuts you know. He said it wasn’t me, that there was nothing I could
have done differently. But still.. I will need to leave by the end of summer. I still
have to pay back my student loans from college. There are so many things I want
to do, places I want to go to. I’ve been meaning to get a gym subscription, I wanted
to travel next winter. So many things. Having no job and no money messes up
everything. And now I’ll need to start looking for a job.
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Supplement 3.1.5: Stories Used in Study 3
In Study 3, participants were presented with two stories. Depending on the
condition they were randomly assigned to, they received one of the four versions
emphasizing emotion terms, appraisals, explicit request for the other’s view or just
facts (i.e. control condition). These are presented separately below.
Instructions (for both stories, same for all conditions):
Please imagine meeting up with a friend of yours. You haven’t seen each other for
a week and you’re just catching up. They tell you the following story:

Story 1: Appraisal Condition
Last weekend did not go as I had expected. Remember the camping trip with our
college friends Alex and I had planned for months? That was last weekend. So we
were out there all weekend, in the woods. And all this time, Alex was so focused
on Melissa that I could hardly talk to him. You know, like, any time she would go
anywhere, he’d follow her around. Most of the time I just tried to enjoy the
surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner, sitting by the fire. But then he sat with
her by the bonfire. I thought that was a bit strange, and also quite inappropriate. I
mean, I know we were with friends and all, but still, I had expected him to want
to make a bit of a romantic weekend out of it too. So I really didn’t like seeing him
being around Melissa all the time. We did have some quality time together though.
We slept in our own little cabin. And when it was just the two of us, it was like
any other day. But when we were all together, I just had the impression he was
constantly looking at Melissa, trying to get her attention. I didn’t really know what
to do about it. I don’t know if he might have feelings for her. That would suck.
Story 1: Emotion Terms Condition
Last weekend was quite disappointing. Remember the camping trip with our
college friends Alex and I had planned for months? That was last weekend. So we
were out there all weekend, in the woods. And all this time, Alex was so focused
on Melissa. It really frustrated me. You know, like, any time she would go
anywhere, he’d follow her around. Most of the time I just tried to enjoy the
surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner, sitting by the fire. But then he sat with
her by the bonfire. That really surprised me and made me feel quite lonely. I mean,
I know we were with friends and all, but still, I had expected him to want to make
a bit of a romantic weekend out of it too. Seeing him being around Melissa all the
time really made me feel sad. We did have some quality time together though. We
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slept in our own little cabin. And when it was just the two of us, it was like any
other day. But when we were all together, I just had the impression he was
constantly looking at Melissa, trying to get her attention. I really felt a bit helpless.
I’m worried he might have feelings for her. That would really hurt me.
Story 1: Control Condition
Remember the camping trip with our college friends Alex and I had planned for
months? That was last weekend. So we were out there all weekend, in the woods.
And all this time, Alex was so focused on Melissa. You know, like, any time she
would go anywhere, he’d follow her around. Most of the time I just tried to enjoy
the surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner, sitting by the fire. But then he sat
with her by the bonfire. I mean, I know we were with friends and all, but still, I
had expected him to want to make a bit of a romantic weekend out of it too. We
did have some quality time together though. We slept in our own little cabin. And
when it was just the two of us, it was like any other day. But when we were all
together, I just had the impression he was constantly looking at Melissa, trying to
get her attention.
Story 1: Explicit Request Condition
Remember the camping trip with our college friends Alex and I had planned for
months? That was last weekend. So we were out there all weekend, in the woods.
And all this time, Alex was so focused on Melissa. You know, like, any time she
would go anywhere, he’d follow her around. Most of the time I just tried to enjoy
the surroundings, our hikes, cooking dinner, sitting by the fire. But then he sat
with her by the bonfire. So yeah.. how would you feel? Have you ever experienced
something like that? I mean, I know we were with friends and all, but still, I had
expected him to want to make a bit of a romantic weekend out of it too. We did
have some quality time together though. We slept in our own little cabin. And
when it was just the two of us, it was like any other day. But when we were all
together, I just had the impression he was constantly looking at Melissa, trying to
get her attention. I don’t know.. what do you think of this whole situation?
Story 2: Appraisal Condition
Did I tell you that my company is merging with another company? It’s really
unclear what to expect. I heard people say that there may be quite some layoffs. I
did not see this coming. You know how much I like my job. And I’ve been working
there for five years now. I’ve always performed well, am always on time, never
turned down extra chores. It would be so unfair if they’d let me go. Also, it’s
creating all this instability at work. People are fearing their jobs, which makes
everyone so competitive all of sudden. I really don’t like it. Apparently they have
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to make some serious budget cuts within in my department. It really sucks. I don’t
know if I’ll be able to keep my job. Yet I could really use the money. I still have to
pay back my student loans from college. Also, I had planned a road trip in South
America this winter. This whole thing goes against all my plans, and it’s so out of
my hands you know.
Story 2: Emotion Terms Condition
Did I tell you that my company is merging with another company? It really
worries me. I heard people say that there may be quite some layoffs. I was really
surprised. You know how much I like my job. And I’ve been working there for
five years now. I’ve always performed well, am always on time, never turned
down extra chores. I’d be really angry if they’d let me go. Also, it’s creating all this
instability at work. People are fearing their jobs, which makes everyone so
competitive all of sudden. It makes me feel really uncomfortable. Apparently they
have to make some serious budget cuts within in my department. I feel really bad.
I’m worried whether I’ll be able to keep my job. Yet I could really use the money.
I still have to pay back my student loans from college. Also, I had planned a road
trip in South America this winter. This whole thing makes me feel so frustrated
and helpless.
Story 2: Control Condition
Did I tell you that my company is merging with another company? I heard people
say that there may be quite some layoffs. You know how much I like my job. And
I’ve been working there for five years now. I’ve always performed well, am always
on time, never turned down extra chores. Also, it’s creating all this instability at
work. People are fearing their jobs, which makes everyone so competitive all of
sudden. Apparently they have to make some serious budget cuts within in my
department. Yet I could really use the money. I still have to pay back my student
loans from college. Also, I had planned a road trip in South America this winter.
Story 2: Explicit Request Condition
Did I tell you that my company is merging with another company? I heard people
say that there may be quite some layoffs. You know how much I like my job. And
I’ve been working there for five years now. I’ve always performed well, am always
on time, never turned down extra chores. Also, it’s creating all this instability at
work. People are fearing their jobs, which makes everyone so competitive all of
sudden. Have you ever been in a similar situation? Apparently they have to make
some serious budget cuts within in my department. Yet I could really use the
money. I still have to pay back my student loans from college. Also, I had planned
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a road trip in South America this winter. I don’t know.. what do you think of this
whole situation? Any thoughts on how to deal with this?
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3.2. Supplemental Analyses
Supplement 3.2.1: Additional Measures and Analyses Study 1
Scale Construction Self-Reported Support Goals
In order to assess self-reported support goals, we used 20 items, based on the two
factors reflecting socio-affective and cognitive support that were extracted in
Pauw, Sauter, Van Kleef & Fischer (2018). In this study, we used the Social Sharing
Motives Scale (SSMS-39; Duprez, Christophe, Rimé, Congard, & Antoine, 2014).
We added two items to the scale to capture reappraisal more specifically (i.e., “get
a different perspective on the situation” and “get a more positive view on the
situation”), given that this component was relatively absent in the original scale
(Duprez et al.; Rimé, 2009), yet was key to our study.
In order to verify the predicted two-component structure, we took a systematic
approach involving three steps. First, based on recommendations by Russell
(2002), we conducted a parallel exploratory factor analysis, using principle axis
factoring and promax rotation. Based on three criteria we decided on the number
of factors extracted: (1) the point at which eigenvalues of the actual data drop
below the eigenvalues of the random data, (2) the scree plot and (3) the
eigenvalues. According to the first criterion, four factors should be extracted.
According to the scree plot, however, only three factors appear to fall above the
randomly plotted factors, and the plot bends after the third factor. Finally, the
eigenvalue of the fourth factor is lower than 1 and thus explains very little variance
(3.4%). Therefore, the most reasonable and parsimonious number of factors to be
extracted seemed to be three.
As a second step, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis with principle
axis factoring and a promax rotation, now fixing the number of factors to be
extracted to three (see Table S3.1 for the factor loadings). This resulted in a first
factor representing Cognitive Support (8 items; explained variance 36.2%), a
second factor representing Socio-Affective Support (6 items; explained variance
12.6%) and a third factor tapping into Clarification and Meaning (5 items;
explained variance 7.2%). One item (i.e. “have my view of the event validated”)
did not load sufficiently high on any of the three factors (i.e. factor loading lower
than .3) and was therefore discarded.
Finally, as a third step, given that we were interested in using these items to
verify whether our cognitive and socio-affective support goal manipulation
succeeded, we created subscales of the first two factors representing cognitive (α
= .91) and socio-affective support (α = .87) and discarded the third factor. It should
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be noted, however, that combining all items belonging to the first and third factor
into one overarching category of cognitive support (as originally intended) yields
the same findings.
Table S3.1. Factor Loadings of all Items Assessing Self-Reported Support Goals Loading Above .3 onto
Three Factors (Cognitive Support, Socio-Affective (SA) Support and Clarification and Meaning).

Items

F1:
Cognitive
Support

3. Receive suggestions

.89

1. Learn their perspective on the situation

.85

2. Find out their opinion

.83

15. Receive an outside perspective

.80

18. Obtain another perspective on the situation

.72

7. See how they would have reacted

.69

5. Find out how they would have reacted

.66

19. Get a more positive view on the situation

.41

F2:
SA Support

20. Be supported

.95

8. Receive support

.94

10. Feel I can rely on someone
14. Be helped

F3:
Clarification

.84
(.38)

.56

11. Feel connected

.50

12. Elicit empathy

.48

(.31)

6. Analyze what happened

.90

16. Find meaning in what occurred

.70

13. Better understand what happened

.68

17. Clarify my feelings about what happened

.64

4. Put the situation into perspective

(.33)

.42

Emotional Intensity
Participants rated the extent to which they experienced six emotions when
thinking back at the situation, using a 100-point slider bar (0 = not at all, 100 = very
much). The target emotions were worry, sadness, anger, anxiety, frustration, and
doubt.41 To check whether participants indeed recalled emotional instances mostly
evoking worry, a Repeated Measures ANOVA was conducted with Emotion

Furthermore, we measured self-reported experienced and expressed emotional intensity. These
findings go beyond the scope of this chapter, but are available upon request.
41
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(worry vs. sadness vs. anxiety vs. anger vs. doubt vs. frustration) as a within
subjects variable. Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had
been violated, χ2(14) = 157.55, p < .001. Therefore, degrees of freedom were
corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (ε = .71). There was an
overall significant effect of Emotion, F(3.53, 656.46) = 26.18, p < .001, ηp2 = .12.
Simple contrasts revealed that as predicted, participants experienced more worry
(M = 45.70, SD = 32.45) than anger (M = 34.02, SD = 29.87; F[1, 186] = 13.73, p <
.001, ηp2 = .07) and anxiety (M = 31.68, SD = 29.29; F[1, 186] = 43.95, p < .001, ηp2 =
.19). Participants did not, however, experience more worry as compared to
frustration (M = 45.99, SD = 30.81; F[1, 186] = 0.01, p = .926, ηp2 < .001) and doubt
(M = 42.48, SD = 30.00; F[1, 186] = 1.82, p = .179, ηp2 = .01). Finally, contrary to
expectations, participants experienced more sadness (M = 58.27, SD = 25.49) than
worry (F([1, 186] = 27.89, p < .001, ηp2 = .13). It thus appeared that participants
recalled relatively mixed emotional experiences, including worry, doubt, sadness
and frustration.
Perceived Support Effectiveness
To verify that participants had not only read and understood the article, but also
endorsed the message that was conveyed, we asked participants to indicate to
what extent the article had convinced them and led them to agree with eight
statements about the effectiveness of either socio-affective or cognitive support.
As expected, a promax rotated factor analysis yielded two factors: Socio-Affective
Support (α = .70) and Cognitive Support (α = .67). An example item of the socioaffective support subscale is “Empathy of the listener is most crucial to making
one feel better”. An example item of the cognitive support scale is “By talking to
another person, you can put emotional situations in a more positive perspective”.
To check whether reading the article convinced participants of the effectiveness
of socio-affective support, cognitive support or mere sharing, we conducted a
mixed ANOVA with Support Goal Condition (socio-affective support vs.
cognitive support vs. control condition) as a between-subjects variable and
Support Type (perceived effectiveness of socio-affective vs. cognitive support) as
a within-subjects factor. A significant main effect of Support Type emerged (F[1,
184] = 42.67, p < .001, ηp2 = .19), indicating that overall, participants perceived
socio-affective support to be more effective than cognitive support. While there
was no main effect of Support Goal Condition (F[2, 184] = 2.73, p = .068, ηp2 = .03),
there was a significant interaction effect between Support Goal Condition and
Support Type (F[2, 184] = 12.58, p < .001, ηp2 = .12). Follow-up tests indicated that
Support Goal Condition significantly affected participants’ belief in the
effectiveness of socio-affective support, F(2, 184) = 3.48, p = .033, ηp2 = .04.
Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons revealed that participants in the socio-
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affective support goal condition (M = 79.69, SD = 10.52) perceived socio-effective
support to be more important for emotional recovery than did those in the
cognitive goal condition (M = 74.56, SD = 11.42; p = .037). However, there was no
significant difference between the socio-affective support goal condition and the
control condition (M = 75.74, SD = 12.10; p = .163).
Support Goal Condition also significantly affected the perceived effectiveness
of cognitive support, F(2, 184) = 7.20, p = .001, ηp2 = .07. Those in the cognitive
support goal condition (M = 75.08, SD = 12.75) believed that cognitive support was
(marginally) more important to emotional recovery compared to those in the
socio-affective support goal condition (M = 69.72, SD = 12.41; p = .067) and those
in the control condition (M = 66.33, SD = 13.81; p = .001). Taken together, reading
the article affected participants’ perceptions regarding the effectiveness of both
types of support in the intended way, albeit with small effects.
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Supplement 3.2.2: Additional Measures and Analyses Study 2
Inferred Support Goals
In order to assess inferred support goals, participants were asked the following
question: “Now please imagine again being in the conversation with your friend.
Having heard their story, to what extent do you think they wanted you to ...”,
followed by eight different types of support. A promax rotated exploratory factor
analysis using principle axis factoring yielded two factors in both stories. All items
including their component loadings across the two stories are presented in Table
S3.2 below.
Table S3.2. Factor Loadings of all Items Assessing Inferred Support Goals Loading above .3 onto Two
Factors. For Both Stories, Factor 1 Denotes Cognitive Support Goals and Factor 2 Denotes Socio-Affective
Support Goals.

Story 1
Items
Put what occurred into perspective
Help them to look at the situation from a
different perspective
Provide an outside perspective
Help them to find meaning in what occurred
Show compassion
Be empathic
Convey understanding
Provide care

Factor 1
.88

Story 2

Factor 2

Factor 1
.86

.82

.88

.77
.70

.80
.67
.90
.85
.62
.30

Factor 2

.90
.85
.62

Manipulation Check
To assess the effectiveness of the manipulation, we included two measures to tap
the perceived use of appraisals and emotion words. Instead of asking for the
perceived frequencies, we asked participants to what extent they thought the
sharer had emphasized how they thought and felt about the situation. We chose
these indirect questions to measure how listeners perceive expressions of
emotions and appraisals because we did not expect participants to be familiar with
the concept of appraisals. The ratings for both stories were averaged, yielding one
score for perceived focus on thoughts and one score for perceived focus on
emotions.
To assess whether the different emotional expression conditions were
perceived as differentially emphasizing feelings and thoughts, we conducted a
MANOVA with Emotional Expression condition as the predictor of perceived
emphasis on feelings and perceived emphasis on thoughts. Overall, Emotional
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Expression exerted a significant omnibus effect, F(4, 394) = 11.08, p < .001, ηp2 =
.10. First, Emotional Expression condition had a significant main effect on the
perceived emphasis on feelings, F(2, 197) = 22.59, p < .001, ηp2 = 19. Bonferronicorrected pairwise comparisons showed that, as intended, participants in the
emotion condition (M = 85.96, SD = 12.63) perceived the protagonist to emphasize
their feelings significantly more compared to those in the appraisal condition (M
= 78.21, SD = 19.16; p = .046) and those in the control condition (M = 64.83, SD =
21.97; p < .001). Furthermore, those in the appraisal condition also perceived the
protagonist to emphasize more how they felt compared to those in the control
condition (p < .001).
Second, Emotional Expression condition had a significant main effect on the
perceived emphasis on thoughts, F(2, 197) = 9.39, p < .001, ηp2 = 09. While
participants in the appraisal condition (M = 78.85; SD = 17.00) did not think the
protagonist emphasized their thoughts more than did those in the emotion
condition (M = 79.51, SD = 17.38; p = 1.00), both those in the appraisal condition (p
= .001) and those in the emotion condition (p < .001) did perceive the protagonist
to emphasize more how they thought about the situation compared to those in the
control condition (M = 67.52, SD = 19.30). In sum, the use of emotion words led to
a greater perceived emphasis on feelings compared to the use of appraisals and
the control condition. The inclusion of appraisals led to a greater perceived
emphasis on thoughts compared to the control condition, but not compared to the
emotion condition.
Exploratory Analyses: Distress and Severity
To test whether our exploratory findings as discussed in the Results section of
Study 2 would hold for the separate stories, we conducted two robust regression
analyses, one predicting inferred socio-affective support goals and one predicting
cognitive support goals, for story 1 and 2 separately. Perceived emotional distress
and severity were entered as predictors. The findings are presented below in Table
S3.3 (inferred socio-affective goals) and Table S3.4 (inferred cognitive goals). As
can be seen in Table S3.3, the effects on socio-affective support goals observed
across the two stories are highly similar to those of the two stories separately.
Perceived emotional distress consistently positively predicts inferred socioaffective support goals, whereas perceived severity does not.
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Table S3.3
Robust Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Inferred Socio-Affective Support Goals by Perceived
Emotional Distress and Severity, for Story 1 and Story 2 Separately (Study 2).

Emotional Distress
Perceived Severity

B
0.53
0.07

SE B
0.08
0.06

Story 1
95% CI
[0.39, 0.70]
[-0.05, 0.18]

p
<.001
.266

B
SE B
0.53
0.08
0.01
0.07

Story 2
95% CI
[0.36, 0.69]
[-0.11, 0.15]

p
<.001
.884

Note. Bootstrap results are based on 2000 bootstrap samples.

In contrast, as can be seen in Table S3.4, the observed effects on inferred
cognitive support goals on the data for the two stories combined (reported in
Chapter 3) do not replicate when conducting the analyses for the two stories
separately. For both Story 1 and 2, perceived emotional distress and severity did
not significantly predict inferred cognitive goals.
Table S3.4
Robust Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Inferred Cognitive Support Goals by Perceived Emotional
Distress and Severity, for Story 1 and Story 2 Separately (Study 2).
Story 1

Story 2

B

SE B

95% CI

p

B

Emotional Distress

0.15

0.14

Perceived Severity

0.20

0.12

SE B

[-0.14, 0.42]

.286

0.24

0.14

[-0.07, 0.48]

95% CI

0.081

p

[-0.04, 0.43]

.101

0.08

0.12

[-0.14, 0.34]

0.491

Note. Bootstrap results are based on 2000 bootstrap samples.

Finally, even though emotional distress and perceived severity seem to
differentially predict the inference of socio-affective and cognitive support goals,
both predictors do correlate positively with the two types of inferred support
goals. See Table S3.5 for the raw correlations.
Table S3.5
Raw Correlations between Perceived Distress of the Protagonist (D), Perceived Severity of the Situation
(S), Inferred Socio-Affective (SA) and Cognitive (C) Support Goals, Story 1 and 2 Separately (Study 2).
Story 1
Distress
Severity

Story 2

D

S

SA

C

D

S

SA

C

1

.51***

.49***

.16**

1

.55***

.52***

.18*

1

.30***

.19***

1

.29***

.14*

1

.17**

1

.27***

SA support goal
C support goal

1

1

Note. *** p =< .001; ** p =< .01; * p < .05
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Supplement 3.2.3: Additional Measures and Analyses Study 3
Manipulation Check
Similar to Study 2, we included two measures to tap the perceived use of
appraisals and emotion words. To assess whether the different emotional
expression conditions were perceived as differentially emphasizing feelings and
thoughts, we conducted a MANOVA with perceived emphasis on feelings and
perceived emphasis on thoughts as the dependent variables and Emotional
Expression (emotion vs. appraisal vs. explicit request vs. control condition) as the
independent variable. Overall, Emotional Expression exerted a significant
omnibus effect, F(6, 440) = 8.16, p < .001, ηp2 = .10. Emotional Expression had a
significant main effect on the perceived emphasis on feelings, F(3, 220) = 14.98, p <
.001, ηp2 = .17. Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons showed that, partially
in line with our predictions, those in the emotion condition (M = 82.63, SD = 15.13)
perceived the protagonist to emphasize their emotions significantly more than
those in the control condition (M = 65.35, SD = 19.23; p < .001) and those in the
explicit request condition (M = 63.14, SD = 17.55; p < .001), though not more
compared to those in the appraisal condition (M = 76.04, SD = 19.01; p = .307).
Those in the appraisal condition also perceived the protagonist to emphasize more
how they felt compared to those in the control condition (p = .011) and those in the
explicit request condition (p = .001). Contrary to the expectations, Emotional
Expression condition did not have a significant main effect on the perceived
emphasis on thoughts, F(3, 220) = 1.65, p < .179, ηp2 = .02. Thus, those in the
appraisal condition (M = 77.52, SD = 17.05) did not perceive the protagonist to
place a greater emphasis on thoughts compared to those in the emotion condition
(M = 73.21, SD = 19.68; p = 1.000), control condition (M = 70.85, SD = 19.33; p =
.328), or explicit request condition (M = 70.93, SD = 16.04; p = .332).
In sum, the use of emotion words led to a greater perceived emphasis on
feelings compared to the control condition and explicit request condition, but not
compared to the appraisal condition. Furthermore, the inclusion of appraisals did
not lead to a greater perceived emphasis on thoughts compared to any of the other
conditions. Emotions and appraisals were thus interpreted as communicating
one’s feelings and thoughts to the same extent.
Exploratory Analyses: Distress and Severity
To test whether our exploratory findings as discussed in Results section of
Study 3 hold for the separate stories, we again conducted two robust regression
analyses, one predicting inferred socio-affective support goals and one predicting
cognitive support goals, for story 1 and 2 separately. Perceived emotional distress
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and severity were entered as predictors. The findings are presented below in Table
S3.6 (inferred socio-affective goals) and Table S3.7 (inferred cognitive goals). As
can be seen in Table S3.6, analyzing the two stories separately yields the same
conclusions for inferred socio-affective support goals as when analyzing the
combined effects. Replicating Study 2, perceived emotional distress consistently
positively predicts inferred socio-affective support goals, whereas perceived
severity does not.
Table S3.6
Robust Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Inferred Socio-Affective Support Goals by Perceived
Emotional Distress and Severity, for Story 1 and Story 2 Separately (Study 3).
Story 1

Story 2

B

SE B

95% CI

Emotional Distress

0.50

0.07

[0.36, 0.63]

Perceived Severity

0.07

0.05

[-0.04, 0.17]

p

B

SE B

95% CI

p

<.001

0.53

0.07

[0.40, 0.68]

<.001

.202

0.12

0.07

[-0.02, 0.25]

.080

Note. Bootstrap results are based on 2000 bootstrap samples.

In contrast, as can be seen in Table S3.7, the prediction of inferred cognitive
support goals is more variable across the two stories. Perceived severity seems a
stronger predictor of cognitive support goals than emotional distress.
Table S3.7
Robust Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Inferred Cognitive Support Goals by Perceived Emotional
Distress and Severity, for Story 1 and Story 2 Separately (Study 3).
Story 1
B

SE B

95% CI

Story 2
p

B

SE B

95% CI

Emotional Distress

0.18

0.09

[0.003, 0.36]

.056

0.05

0.09

[-0.12, 0.24]

Perceived Severity

0.14

0.07

[0.01, 0.28]

.047

0.44

0.10

[0.22, 0.62]

p
.614
<.001

Note. Bootstrap results are based on 2000 bootstrap samples.

Finally, even though emotional distress and perceived severity differentially
predict the inference of socio-affective and cognitive support goals, both
predictors again do correlate positively with the two types of inferred support
goals. See Table S3.8 for the raw correlations.
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Table S3.8
Raw Correlations between Perceived Distress of the Protagonist (D), Perceived Severity of the Situation
(S), Inferred Socio-Affective (SA) and Cognitive (C) Support Goals, Story 1 and 2 Separately (Study 3).

Story 1
Distress
Severity
SA goal
C goal

D
1

S
.47***
1

SA
.54***
.32***
1

Story 2
C
.23***
.23***
.32***
1

D
1

S
.52***
1

SA
.62***
.41***
1

C
.21**
.35***
.17**
1

Note. *** p =< .001; ** p =< .01
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Supplement 5.1: Coding Scheme Interpersonal Emotion
Regulation Strategies
Below is the coding scheme that was used by the coders. Coders read
transcribed video messages and coded each text for the frequency of all
(sub)categories (i.e., bold category names) as described below. Primary categories
were those relevant to our hypotheses: socio-affective support, cognitive support,
suppression and distraction. Each of these overarching categories was
operationalized based on the theoretical definitions and prior operationalizations,
leading some of them to include several subcategories. Socio-affective and
cognitive support were based on Rimé’s (2009) definitions. Suppression and
distraction were operationalized as has been done in previous research focused on
instructed intrapersonal emotion regulation strategies (Gross, 1998). To this end,
we used a taxonomy provided by a meta-analysis on the effectiveness of all
strategies derived from the process model of emotion regulation (Webb et al.,
2012). We additionally included three categories for exploratory purposes, given
that these are often mentioned in the literature on support provision (i.e.,
instrumental and informational support) or are part of the process model of
emotion regulation (i.e., concentration). The results pertaining to these
exploratory categories have not been analyzed, but are available upon request.
Primary categories
Socio-affective support
• Validation/empathy/understanding (also includes describing
emotional impact on themselves (i.e. listener indicating how the
situation emotionally impacts themselves))
o E.g., I understand you must feel super confused
o E.g., I’m shocked
• Love/intimacy: Verbal expression of wanting to provide
physical support or explicit love
o E.g., I wish I could give you a hug right now
o E.g., I love you
• Availability: Explicitly indicating to be there for the other
o E.g., You can always call me
• Esteem support: Enhance their confidence by naming positive
qualities or competencies
o E.g., You’re such a catch
• Vicarious aggression: Convey vicarious anger directed towards
the ‘cheater’
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o E.g., What a bitch
Social companionship: Suggest doing something fun together.
Note: The suggestion of the other doing something fun without
the participant is coded as distraction; and the indication that one
is available (in the absence of a suggestion to do something fun)
is coded as availability.
o E.g., If you like, we could go grab a drink?
• Similar experience of the support provider: Sharing a similar
experience.
o E.g., My boyfriend also once cheated on me (..)
• Expressions of sympathy
o E.g., Take care
Cognitive Support
• Reappraisal of the emotional situation: interpret the emotional
situation (context or cause) differently or more positively (e.g., is
there a silver lining?)
o E.g., Maybe you can see this situation as opening new
doors
• Reappraisal via perspective taking: alter the impact of the
emotional stimulus by adopting a broader perspective (e.g., more
distant, more objective perspective, bigger timer perspective).
Note: The focus is on putting the situation in perspective, trying to
see it less negatively
o E.g., With time you’ll feel better
• Reappraisal mixed: this category is coded when unsure, or when
the reappraisal seems to encompass both types described above
o E.g., Your relationship was already quite unstable
Distraction
• Focus attention on or redirect attention to non-emotional aspects
of the situation, or distract attention from this immediate situation.
Note: We define the emotional situation as the infidelity. Thus,
when the participants suggests to direct energy to the interview,
we consider this distraction (not advice).
Note: This is not suppression (i.e., suppress thoughts about the
situation), but redirecting thoughts elsewhere.
o E.g., Try to think about something else
•

538698-L-bw-Pauw
Processed on: 3-12-2019

PDF page: 252

Supplement 5 | 253

-

Suppression
• Suppression of thoughts of emotion-eliciting event: tell them to
control their thoughts or not allow their thoughts about the
emotion-eliciting event
o E.g., Just try not to think about her
• Suppression of experience of emotion: tell them to control their
feelings, or not allow themselves to experience the emotions
o E.g., Don’t let your emotions get a hold of you
• Suppression of expression of emotion: tell them not to show (or
hide) their feelings
o E.g., Dry your eyes
• Suppression mixed: this category is coded when the type of
suppression is unspecified, or when multiple forms of suppression
are implied
o E.g., Just get yourself together

Exploratory categories
Instrumental (practical, tangential) support
• Provide practical support, wanting to do something for the other
o E.g., Let me know if there’s something I can do for you
Advice (or Informational Support)
• Provide information or thoughts regarding what the other could
or should do, how to deal with the situation or how to solve the
problem
o E.g., I would just wait it out a bit and see what happens
Concentration
• Concentration on feelings: attend to and focus on emotion, or ask
to relive the emotional experience.
Note: This subcategory approximates understanding/validation.
The difference lies in the fact that concentration on feelings
concerns purely a statement, in the absence of conveying
understanding or approval.
o E.g., How do you feel?
• Concentration on cause and implications (rumination):
concentrate on the causes, meanings or consequences of the
emotional experience – without a judgment or explicit sympathy
(in which case it would fall under socio-affective support).
o E.g., What happened?
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•

Concentration mixed: concentrate on the causes, feelings, reasons
and implications of the emotional experience
o E.g., What do you think your sadness can tell you about
how to continue with her?
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Supplement 5.2: Additional Measures
Control Questions
In order to check whether regulatory demand and different film clips did not
have any unintended effects on participants’ general experience of the procedure,
we asked nine control questions. These included the experienced or perceived
sincerity of the crying; appropriateness of the crying (i.e., good reason); selfefficacy in helping a crying friend through Skype; difficulty imagining talking to
a friend; difficulty talking to camera; discomfort not being able to see their
conversational partner; unpleasantness watching the crying person; seeing out the
video; distractedness while watching the video.
Manipulation Checks
Regulatory demand
To check whether participants in the high regulatory demand condition indeed
perceived there to be a greater imminence to down-regulate the crying compared
to those in the low regulatory demand condition, they rated the extent to which
they thought it was a bad moment to be crying, as well as participants’ desire to
stop crying. These measures were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much), and thus reflected the situational need as well as the
protagonist’s motivation for immediate down-regulation.
Film clip
To check whether and how participants perceived the crying in the two film clips
to be different, participants were asked to rate the perception of tears in the eyes,
tears on the face, and the intensity of the person’s crying on a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).
Emotions
We measured inferred emotions, by asking participants to what extent they
perceived the person in the video to feel sad, worried, powerless, desperate,
hopeless and dejected. Furthermore, we measured participants’ own experienced
emotions while watching the video. They rated the following emotions on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much): Sadness, worry,
powerlessness, despair, hopelessness, irritation, empathy, compassion, dejection,
and boredom.
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Supplement 5.3: Additional Results
Standardization Checks
In order to check whether there were no unintended differences between the
experimental conditions, a MANOVA was conducted with Regulatory Demand
(low vs. high) and Film Clip (1 vs. 2) as between subjects factors, and the following
control questions as dependent measures: perceived sincerity of the crying;
appropriateness of the crying (i.e., good reason); self-efficacy in helping a crying
friend through Skype; difficulty imagining talking to their friend; difficulty talking
to camera; discomfort not being able to see their conversational partner;
unpleasantness watching the crying person; seeing out the video; distractedness
while watching the video. There was no overall significant effect of Regulatory
Demand (F[9, 165] = 0.41, p = .931, ηp2 = .02), nor of Film Clip (F[9, 165] = 0.59, p =
.808, ηp2 = .03). There was also no significant interaction between Regulatory
Demand and Film Clip (F[9, 165] = 0.64, p = .760, ηp2 = .03). Thus, participants
overall seemed to experience the task and protagonist similarly across the
different experimental conditions.
Manipulation Checks
Regulatory demand
In order to test whether participants perceived there to be a greater need for
immediate down-regulation of the crying depending on the assigned condition, a
MANOVA was conducted with Regulatory Demand (low vs. high) and Film Clip
(1 vs. 2) as predictors of the perceived inconvenience of the crying and the
protagonists’ desire to stop crying. As predicted, there was significant overall
main effect of Regulatory Demand, F(2, 172) = 11.00, p < .001, ηp2 = .11. A separate
follow-up ANOVA indicated that those in high regulatory demand condition
perceived it to be a worse moment to cry (M = 3.06, SD = 2.07) compared to those
in the low regulatory demand condition (M = 1.99, SD = 1.27), F(1, 173) = 17.09, p
< .001, ηp2 = .09. Furthermore, those in high regulatory demand condition also
perceived the protagonist to have a greater desire to stop crying (M = 3.51, SD =
1.74) compared to those in the low regulatory demand condition (M = 2.98, SD =
1.51), F(1, 173) = 5.24, p = .023, ηp2 = .03.
There was also a significant omnibus of Film Clip, F(2, 172) = 10.01, p < .001, ηp2
= .10. Follow-up ANOVA’s indicated that this effect was driven by the perceived
desire to stop crying. Participants who watched the second film clip (M = 2.71, SD
= 1.36) perceived the protagonist to be less motivated to stop crying compared to
those who watched the first film clip (M = 3.74, SD = 1.74), F(1, 173) = 19.81, p <
.001, ηp2 = .03. Film Clip did not have an effect on the perceived inconvenience of
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the crying, F(1, 173) = 0.39, p = .534, ηp2 = .002. Finally, there was no significant
interaction effect between Regulatory Demand and Film Clip, F(2, 172) = 0.28, p =
.759, ηp2 = .003.
Taken together, these findings suggest that our manipulation of regulatory
demand succeeded: Participants in the high regulatory demand condition
perceived a greater situational inconvenience of the crying, as well a greater
motivation to stop crying, compared to those in the low regulatory demand
condition.
Film clip
In order to test whether participants perceived the crying in the two film clips
differently, a MANOVA was conducted with Film Clip (1 vs. 2) and Regulatory
Demand (low vs. high) as predictors of perceived tears in the eye, tears on the face,
and intensity. There was significant omnibus effect of Film Clip, F(3, 171) = 53.88,
p < .001, ηp2 = .49. Follow-up ANOVA’s suggested that this effect was driven by
differences in perceived intensity of the crying: Those who watched the second
film clip perceived the crying to be more intense (M = 6.02, SD = 0.89) compared
to those who watched the first film clip (M = 3.93, SD = 1.34), F(1, 173) = 149.11, p
< .001, ηp2 = .46. Film Clip did not affect the perception of tears in the eyes (F[1,
173] = 0.47, p = .494, ηp2 < .01), nor the perception of tears on the face (F[1, 173] =
0.10, p = .755, ηp2 < .01).
There was no significant main effect of Regulatory Demand (F[1, 173] = 0.52, p
= .473, ηp2 < .001), nor a significant interaction effect (F[1, 173] = 0.52, p = .472, ηp2
< .001) on the dependent measures combined. In sum, the film clips were thus
perceived as displaying different crying intensities. This could also explain why
those who watched the second (higher intensity) film clip perceived the
protagonist to be less motivated to stop crying compared to those who watched
the first (lower intensity) film clip.
Emotions
Inferred emotions
In order to test whether the regulatory demand manipulation and film clip
affected the emotions participants thought the protagonist was experiencing, we
conducted a MANOVA with Regulatory Demand (low vs. high) and Film Clip (1
vs. 2) as predictors of inferred sadness, worry, powerlessness, desperation,
hopelessness and dejection. There was no main effect of Regulatory Demand (F[6,
168] = 0.95, p = .463, ηp2 = .03). Film Clip did significantly affect the inferred
emotions (F[6, 168] = 2.96, p = .009, ηp2 = .10). When looking at the individual
ANOVA’s, those who watched the second (higher crying intensity) film clip
thought the protagonist was experiencing greater powerlessness (M = 6.21, SD =
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1.10; F[1, 173] = 3.72, p = .056, ηp2 = .02) and greater desperation (M = 6.11, SD =
1.07; F[1, 173] = 10.42, p = .001, ηp2 = .06), compared to those who watched the first
(lower crying intensity) film clip (M = 5.91, SD = 0.97 and M = 5.52, SD = 1.17,
respectively). Film Clip did not affect on any of the other inferred emotions (all p’s
> .260).
Experienced emotions
In order to test whether the regulatory demand manipulation and film clip
affected the emotions participants experienced in response to watching the video
and imagining their friend in the proposed scenario, we conducted a MANOVA
with Regulatory Demand and Film Clip as predictors of experienced sadness,
worry, powerlessness, despair, hopelessness, irritation, empathy, compassion,
dejection, and boredom. There was no main effect of Regulatory Demand (F[10,
164] = .70, p = .722, ηp2 = .04), nor of Film Clip (F[10, 164] = 1.44, p = .168, ηp2 =
.08). Finally, there was no significant interaction effect (F[10, 164] = 0.47, p = .909,
ηp2 = .03). Thus, participants experienced the same emotions in response to
watching both videos, regardless of regulatory demand.
Gender
To examine whether gender affected our results, we reran our main analyses,
now including Gender as a factor. It should be noted that the current study was
not set up to test gender effects and therefore may lack sufficient power to detect
such effects. Regarding our self-report findings, we ran a Repeated Measures
ANOVA with Regulatory Demand, Film Clip and Gender as between-subject
factors, and Self-Reported Support Type (socio-affective support, cognitive
support, suppression and distraction) as a within-subjects factor. In addition to
the significant hypothesized two-way interaction-effect between Support Type
and Regulatory Demand, we did not find a significant three-way interaction with
Gender, (F[2.74, 470.97] = 1.29, p = .279, ηp2 = .01). Thus, regulatory demand
impacted support provision equally among men and women.
There was a significant interaction effect between Gender and Support Type,
(F[2.74, 470.97] = 3,62, p = .016, ηp2 = .02). Bonferroni corrected pairwise
comparisons showed that, first, women (M = 6.09, SD = 0.73) reported to have
provided somewhat more socio-affective support than men (M = 5.77, SD = 1.10;
F[1, 172] = 4.96, p = .027, ηp2 = .03). Second, men (M = 4.66, SD = 1.84) reported to
have provided more distraction than women (M = 4.12, SD = 1.86; F[1, 172] = 4.06,
p = .046, ηp2 = .02). Third, men (M = 4.02, SD = 1.86) reported to have provided
somewhat more suppression than women (M =3.70, SD = 2.05; F[1, 172] = 3.38, p
= .068, ηp2 = .02). Finally, there was no effect of gender for self-reported cognitive
support provision (F[1, 172] = 0.22, p = .637, ηp2 < .02). However, it should be noted
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that this interaction effect between Gender and Support Type does not seem
robust: When examining whether gender impacts support provision in a separate
model (i.e., Repeated Measures ANOVA with Gender as a between-subjects factor
and Support Type as within-subjects factor), we did not observe a significant
interaction effect between Gender and Support Type (F[2.46, 429.58] = 1.71, p =
.175, ηp2 = .01).
Furthermore, we reran our analyses involving the behavioral measures of
support provision including Gender as a factor. We again ran zero-inflated
negative binomial regression models for suppression and distraction, and
negatively binomial regression analyses for socio-affective and cognitive support.
Regulatory Demand, Film Clip, Gender and the interaction terms between Gender
and Regulatory Demand, as well as between Gender and Film Clip, were included
as predictors. To control for word count, a log linear function of the word count
was again included as an offset variable. Contrary to participants’ self-report,
gender did not affect observed socio-affective support provision (RR = 0.79, p =
.154), nor distraction (RR = 1.52, p = .070). Furthermore, cognitive support
provision (RR = 1.35, p = .486) and suppression were similarly unaffected by
gender (RR = 1.00, p = .178). Finally, in all four analyses, gender did not
significantly interact with Regulatory Demand, or with Film Clip (all ps > .05).
Taken together, it seems that people are somewhat impacted by gender
stereotypes when reporting or reflecting on their own support behavior. However,
when looking at their actual support behavior, men and women provided similar
levels of support, and were similarly impacted by regulatory demand.
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Supplement 5.4: Additional Tables
Correlations Self-Reported vs. Observed Interpersonal Emotion Regulation
Strategies
To assess to what degree observed and self-reported measures of interpersonal
emotion regulation strategies overlapped, we calculated their zero-order
correlations as displayed below in Table S5.1.
Table S5.1.
Correlations between Self-Reported and Observed Socio-Affective (SA) Support, Cognitive (C) Support,
Suppression and Distraction
Self-Reported Regulation Strategies
SA
C
SupDistracsupport support pression
tion
Self-Reported Regulation Strategies
SA support

1

C support

.07

1

Suppression

- .22**

.26**

1

Distraction

- .13

.24**

.68**

1

Observed Regulation Strategies
SA
support

C
Supsupport pression

Distraction

Observed Regulation Strategies
SA support

.38**

- .07

- .13

.01

1

C support

< - .01

.31**

.07

.08

.10

1

Suppression

- .15*

- .01

.55**

.42**

.04

.19*

1

Distraction

- .19*

.11

.52**

.43**

.03

.22**

.51**

1

Note. * p < .05; ** < .01

Correlations Emotions and Emotion Regulation Strategies
For exploratory purposes, we examined the relationships between perceived
and experienced emotions on the one hand, and observed emotion regulation
strategies on the other hand. As can be seen below in Table S5.2, perceived
emotions did not predict the use of any type of interpersonal emotion regulation
strategy. Furthermore, only three significant correlations emerged between
experienced emotions and socio-affective support provision: Whereas
experienced empathy positively predicted socio-affective support provision,
experienced irritation and boredom negatively predicted socio-affective support.
However, these correlations are no longer significant when controlling for
multiple testing.
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Table S5.2.
Zero-Order Correlations between Experienced and Perceived Emotions and Observed Socio-Affective (SA)
Support, Cognitive (C) Support, Suppression and Distraction.

Observed Interpersonal Regulation Strategies
SA support

C support

Suppression

Distraction

Sadness

.12

.08

- .13

- .01

Dejected

.14

.06

- .02

.03

Empathy

.16*

.16

- .04

.06

Compassion

.10

.07

.09

Worry

.14

.14

.12

Powerlessness

.13

< - .01

- .04

- .01

Despair

.04

- .03

.08

< -.01

Experienced Emotions

Hopelessness

.08
.14

.13

< - .01

.05

.07

Irritation

- .16*

- .06

- .10

- .07

Boredom

- .19*

- .10

- .14

-.09

Sadness

.01

.06

.10

.02

Dejected

.04

.05

.07

.05

< - .01

.04

< - .01

.01

.08

.06

.03

.06

.07

.04

.02

.02

< - .01

.07

.05

.08

Perceived Emotions

Worry
Powerlessness
Despair
Hopelessness
Note. * p < .05
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Desired Support
In addition to measuring perceived support, after each conversation,
participants also rated their desired support using a 100-point slider bar (0 = not at
all, 100 = very much). To this end, participants rated the exact same items as for
perceived support, but this time indicating to what extent they had wanted each
of these eight forms of support. For example, assessing their socio-affective
support needs, participants answered, “To what extent did you want Julie to be
empathic?” (α = .94 for Anger; α = .91 for Worry). Tapping into their cognitive
support needs, participants for example answered, “To what extent did you want
Julie to help you look at the situation from a different perspective?” (α = .95 for
Anger; α = .94 for Worry).
In order to test whether the two different emotion conditions were indeed
associated with different support needs (cf. Pauw et al., 2018), a Repeated
Measures ANOVA was conducted with Support Condition (Socio-Affective vs.
Cognitive Support) as a between-subjects variable, and Desired Support (SocioAffective vs. Cognitive Support) and Emotion Condition (Anger vs. Worry) as
within-subjects variables. Contrary to our expectations, there was no main effect
of Emotion Condition (F[1, 108] = 1.11, p = .294, ηp2 = .01), nor a significant
interaction effect between Emotion Condition and Desired Support (F[1, 108] =
0.45, p = .506, ηp2 < .01), indicating that participants had similar support needs
across the two emotion conditions. Furthermore, there was no effect of Support
Condition (F[1, 108] = 0.82, p = .367, ηp2 = .01), indicating that the obtained support
did not affect their support needs. There was a main effect of Desired Support (F[1,
108] = 11.31, p < .001, ηp2 = .10), indicating that overall, participants reported to
have desired somewhat more socio-affective support (M = 73.02, SE = 2.37) than
cognitive support (M = 65.90, SE = 2.58).
Thus, these findings show participants’ (post-sharing reported) support needs
did not vary as a function of the discrete emotion that was predominantly
experienced. This may also help explain why both types of support were
(perceived as) equally helpful across the anger and worry conversations.
However, these findings are not in line with prior work showing that anger was
associated with a clear preference for socio-affective support, whereas cognitive
support was much more appreciated in case of experienced worry (Pauw et al.,
2018). These discrepant results may be due to the differential experimental set-up
of these studies. The findings in Pauw et al. (2018) relied on vignettes intended to
manipulate specific emotions. The current findings represented emotional
situations from participants’ daily lives, which likely reflected a wider range of
experienced emotions and thereby may have resulted in less pronounced support
needs.
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Common wisdom holds that we should not bottle up our emotions, but instead,
we should talk about them: A problem shared is a problem halved (Zech, 1999).
Indeed, when people are in emotional distress, they have the urge to tell others
about their experience – a phenomenon termed social sharing (Rimé et al., 1991).
However, despite the widespread belief that sharing helps, there is little scientific
support for this notion. Even though people perceive sharing to be helpful, it does
not typically make people feel better in the long run (Rimé, 2009; Zech & Rimé,
2005). The present dissertation sought to understand why social sharing so often
is an ineffective means of emotion regulation, and to uncover the ways in which
sharing might in fact foster beneficial outcomes for the sharer.
Prior research suggests that whether or not sharing is beneficial in the long run
critically depends on the type of support that listeners provide. Generally, two
different types of support are distinguished (Rimé, 2009): Listeners may offer socioaffective support, which includes comfort and validation, or cognitive support, which
is directed at changing the way the other thinks about the emotional experience
by reappraisal. Whereas socio-affective support increases temporary feelings of
closeness and perceived benefits, only cognitive support is effective in fostering
long-term recovery (e.g., Batenburg & Das, 2014; Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé, &
Verduyn, 2013; Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Nils & Rimé,
2012; Rimé, 2009; but see also Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000). Yet it remains unclear
(1) what type of support sharers usually seek, (2) what determines the type of
support listeners think sharers need and choose to provide, and, crucially, (3)
whether and how sharers may play an active role themselves in eliciting the
support that they desire. The present dissertation sought to answer these
questions. We investigated the overarching hypothesis that social sharing
typically revolves around socio-affective support provision, which would explain
why sharing is often perceived as beneficial, despite the absence of emotional
recovery (cf. Rimé, 2009). In five empirical research lines and using a range of
different methodological approaches, we examined different aspects of the social
sharing process in order to illuminate different ways through which social sharing
functions as an effective or ineffective means of emotion regulation.
In Chapter 2, we first examined whether sharers indeed have a preference for
socio-affective support, as compared to cognitive support. Furthermore, we tested
whether sharers’ support evaluations vary depending on the specific emotion that
is shared. To this end, we first established in two pilot studies that these two types
of support could be reliably distinguished. Then, in Study 2.1 and 2.2 we
experimentally tested participants’ support evaluations in response to different
emotional situations using vignettes. The results showed that participants
generally felt that receiving any type of response that included socio-affective
support would be more favorable than receiving purely cognitive support. This
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preference for socio-affective support was mainly driven by anger and sadness:
Those who imagined feeling worried or regretful were more open to cognitive
support. Overall, these findings support our general hypothesis that sharers might
typically be seeking socio-affective support when sharing their emotions with
others.
Building on these findings, in Chapter 3, we examined the hypothesis that
sharers communicate their support goals by sharing in such a way that it allows
listeners to infer the sharer’s needs. This would demonstrate one way through
which social sharing may come to disproportionally center around support that is
not helpful in the long run. To investigate this hypothesis, we first manipulated
participants’ support goals, and showed that socio-affective support goals led
participants to express more emotions, whereas cognitive support goals resulted
in greater use of appraisals (Study 3.1). In Study 3.2 and 3.3, we tested whether
these differential expressions affected the support goals that listeners inferred the
sharer to have. We found no evidence for such an effect: Listeners consistently
perceived the sharer to predominantly want socio-affective support. While these
findings do not speak to effective communication of sharers’ needs, they do
suggest that sharers might still obtain the support that they desire.
However, the experimental rigor implemented in Chapter 3 may have led to an
underestimation of sharers’ capability to effectively communicate their support
needs. Sharers may have expressed their support needs in additional ways that
we did not assess in Study 3.1, and thus did not manipulate in Study 3.2 and 3.3.
Therefore, in Chapter 4, we took a more naturalistic approach by inviting
participants to engage in a social sharing interaction. Participants were randomly
assigned to the role of sharer (who was asked to discuss an upsetting situation) or
listener (who was instructed to respond naturally). Afterwards, both sharer and
listener separately watched the interaction on video in 20-second fragments. For
each fragment, sharers rated their experienced emotional intensity and socioaffective and cognitive support needs, and listeners rated their perception of the
sharer’s emotional intensity and their own support provision. We found that
sharers’ experienced emotional intensity shaped their support needs, which in
turn shaped listeners’ support provision. Moreover, the more accurately listeners
judged sharers’ emotional intensity, the more they fulfilled sharers’ socio-affective
(but not cognitive) support needs. These findings suggest that sharers may elicit
the support they desire, explaining why they typically perceive sharing as
beneficial although it does not engender emotional recovery.
Importantly though, whether or not support is helpful is also contextdependent: What works in one situation, may not work in another (e.g., see Aldao,
2013; Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Cutrona, 1990; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). In
Chapter 5, we investigated whether and how listeners adapt their support
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provision to the regulatory demand of the sharer’s situation – that is, the extent to
which their distress needs to be immediately down-regulated or not. In addition
to an overall predominance of socio-affective support provision, we found that
under high (as compared to low) regulatory demand, listeners provided less socioaffective support, and tried to distract the other person from the emotional
situation or guide them to suppressing their emotions to a much greater degree.
Cognitive support provision, however, was unaffected by regulatory demand. In
line with our hypotheses, participants thus employed more regulation strategies
aimed at disengaging from the emotional experience when the context required
more immediate down-regulation. As such, Chapter 5 provides a first step in
showing that listeners may regulate sharers’ emotions in ways that are functional
to the specific situational demands.
Overall, these chapters showed that sharers have a strong preference to receive
socio-affective support (Chapter 2 and 3) – a preponderant need that listeners also
infer (Chapter 3), and are likely to fulfill (Chapter 4 and 5). However, as described
earlier, to promote effective emotional recovery, cognitive support is warranted
(e.g., Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009). Therefore, in Chapter 6, we investigated
virtual humans’ potential as an alternative route through which effective support
may be provided. We examined whether sharers have a preference for socioaffective support – as when sharing with other humans – or, in fact, are relatively
receptive to cognitive support from virtual humans. We reasoned that people have
different expectations of virtual humans than of humans, given that they do not
ascribe virtual humans the mental capacity to experience empathy, which might
make them more willing to accept cognitive support. To test these two competing
hypotheses, participants shared two personal emotional experiences with a virtual
human, who provided either socio-affective or cognitive support. We found that
the provision of cognitive support was experienced as equally helpful in coping
with the emotional experience as compared to socio-affective support, led to a
similar level of experienced interpersonal closeness and desire to interact with the
virtual human again, and was similarly effective in reducing experienced
emotional intensity regarding the upsetting event. These findings thus suggest
that interacting with a virtual human may be a way to overcome sharers’
resistance to cognitive support, which should be conducive to emotional recovery.
Thus, by revealing a preponderance of socio-affective support provision, the
present dissertation sheds light on the paradoxical finding that sharers may
typically perceive sharing as beneficial even though it does not engender
emotional recovery. Our studies demonstrate that (1) sharers are strongly
motivated to receive socio-affective support, (2) listeners are inclined to provide
socio-affective support, though are guided by sharers’ emotional intensity,
support needs and situational demands, and (3) sharers may play an active role in
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eliciting the support that they desire. As such, sharing may come to center around
support that alleviates temporary distress and fosters interpersonal closeness, but
does not facilitate long-term recovery. Future research is warranted to better
understand how exactly sharers may effectively communicate their (cognitive)
support needs. Furthermore, we demonstrated that despite sharers’ typical
preference for socio-affective support, sharers might be receptive of cognitive
support when provided by a virtual human, thereby pointing to a fruitful area for
future research. Finally, these findings highlight that to understand when and
why sharing is effective, it is crucial to define the goal for which sharing may be
instrumental. Our research suggests that sharers may have a predominant
motivation to feel understood and connected with others, and that social sharing
is typically effective in fulfilling this socio-relational function. Perhaps, then, a
shared problem is a halved problem after all.
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Een alledaagse wijsheid luidt dat we onze emoties niet moeten opkroppen, maar
dat we er juist over moeten praten: ‘gedeelde smart is halve smart’ (Zech, 1999).
Wanneer mensen in emotionele nood zijn, hebben ze de neiging om anderen te
vertellen over hun ervaringen – een fenomeen dat sociaal delen wordt genoemd
(Rimé, Mesquita, Boca, & Philippot, 1991). Maar ondanks de wijdverbreide
overtuiging dat delen helpt, is er weinig wetenschappelijke onderbouwing voor
deze veronderstelling. Hoewel men het delen van emoties als behulpzaam ervaart,
voelt men zich er op de lange termijn doorgaans niet beter door (Rimé, 2009; Zech
& Rimé, 2005). In dit proefschrift is onderzocht waarom het delen van emoties met
anderen zo vaak een ineffectieve manier is om emoties te reguleren, en op welke
manieren het delen van emoties mogelijk wél positieve gevolgen voor de deler
heeft.
Eerder onderzoek suggereert dat of delen op de lange termijn al dan niet
voordelig is, in belangrijke mate afhangt van het soort steun dat de luisteraar
biedt. In het algemeen worden twee verschillende vormen van steun
onderscheiden (Rimé, 2009): Luisteraars kunnen sociaal-affectieve steun bieden,
zoals troost en erkenning van de gevoelens, of cognitieve steun, welke gericht is op
het veranderen van de manier waarop de deler over de emotionele ervaring denkt
(bijvoorbeeld door deze positiever te herwaarderen). Waar sociaal-affectieve
steun zorgt voor een tijdelijk gevoel van verbondenheid en opluchting, is alleen
cognitieve steun effectief om het herstel op lange termijn te bevorderen (e.g.,
Batenburg & Das, 2014; Brans, Van Mechelen, Rimé & Verduyn, 2013; Lepore,
Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos, 2004; Nils & Rimé, 2012; Rimé, 2009; zie ook
Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000). Onduidelijk is echter (1) wat voor soort steun delers
meestal zoeken, (2) welke factoren bepalen wat voor soort steun luisteraars
denken dat delers nodig hebben en zij dus besluiten te geven, en, wat cruciaal is,
(3) of en hoe delers zelf een actieve rol kunnen spelen bij het verkrijgen van de
steun die ze wensen. Beantwoording van deze vragen stond centraal in dit
proefschrift. We onderzochten de overkoepelende hypothese dat sociaal delen
doorgaans draait om sociaal-affectieve steun, wat zou verklaren waarom het
delen, ondanks het ontbreken van emotioneel herstel, vaak als behulpzaam wordt
ervaren (zie Rimé, 2009). Aan de hand van vijf empirische onderzoekslijnen en een
reeks verschillende methodologische benaderingen hebben we diverse aspecten
van het proces van sociaal delen onderzocht om zo de verschillende manieren te
belichten waarop het delen van emoties fungeert als een effectieve dan wel
ineffectieve emotieregulatiestrategie.
In Hoofdstuk 2 is eerst onderzocht of delers inderdaad een voorkeur hebben
voor sociaal-affectieve steun ten opzichte van cognitieve steun. Bovendien is
nagegaan of de waardering van de steun door de deler varieert afhankelijk van de
specifieke emotie die gedeeld wordt. Daartoe is eerst in twee pilotstudies
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vastgesteld dat deze twee vormen van steun betrouwbaar van elkaar te
onderscheiden zijn. Vervolgens zijn in Studie 2.1 en 2.2 de waarderingen van de
steun van de participanten in reactie op verschillende emotionele situaties
experimenteel getest door gebruik te maken van vignetten (ingebeelde scenario’s).
De resultaten gaven aan dat de participanten over het algemeen van mening
waren dat het ontvangen van elke vorm van sociaal-affectieve steun behulpzamer
zou zijn dan het ontvangen van louter cognitieve steun. Deze voorkeur voor
sociaal-affectieve steun trad vooral op bij woede en verdriet: degenen die zich
inbeeldden bezorgdheid of spijt te ervaren, stonden meer open voor cognitieve
steun. Al met al ondersteunen deze bevindingen de algemene hypothese dat de
delers voornamelijk op zoek zijn naar sociaal-affectieve steun bij het delen van
hun emoties met anderen.
Voortbouwend op deze bevindingen onderzochten we in Hoofdstuk 3 de
hypothese dat delers hun behoefte aan sociaal-affectieve en cognitieve steun
communiceren door hun emoties zodanig te delen dat de luisteraars de behoeften
van de deler kunnen afleiden. Hierdoor zou het delen van emoties onevenredig
vaak gericht kunnen raken op steun die op de lange termijn niet nuttig is. Om deze
hypothese te onderzoeken, manipuleerden we eerst de steunbehoeften van de
participanten en toonden we aan dat sociaal-affectieve steunbehoeften de
participanten ertoe brachten om hun emoties meer expliciet te uiten, terwijl
cognitieve steunbehoeften resulteerden in een sterkere neiging tot het uiten van
hun inschattingen van de emotionele situatie (Studie 3.1). In Studie 3.2 en 3.3
testten we of deze verschillende wijzen van uiten de steunbehoeften beïnvloedden
die de luisteraars de delers toeschreven. We vonden hier echter geen bewijs voor:
luisteraars gingen er stelselmatig van uit dat de deler voornamelijk op zoek was
naar sociaal-affectieve steun. Hoewel deze bevindingen dus niet duiden op
effectieve communicatie van de behoeften van de deler, suggereren ze wel dat de
deler nog altijd de steun krijgt die hij of zij wenst.
De strikt experimentele benadering toegepast in Hoofdstuk 3 kan echter tot een
onderschatting hebben geleid van het vermogen van de delers om hun
steunbehoeften effectief te communiceren. Het is mogelijk dat de delers hun
behoefte aan steun hebben uitgedrukt op andere manieren dan die in Studie 3.1
zijn gemeten, en die dus niet zijn gemanipuleerd in Studie 3.2 en 3.3. Om die reden
is in Hoofdstuk 4 voor een meer naturalistische benadering gekozen door
participanten uit te nodigen om een sociale interactie aan te gaan. De participanten
werden willekeurig toegewezen aan de rol van deler (die werd gevraagd om een
emotionele ervaring te bespreken) of luisteraar (die de opdracht kreeg om op een
natuurlijke manier te reageren). Nadien keken zowel de deler als de luisteraar
afzonderlijk de interactie terug op video in fragmenten van 20 seconden. Voor elk
fragment beoordeelden de delers hun ervaren emotionele intensiteit en hun
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sociaal-affectieve en cognitieve steunbehoeften en beoordeelden de luisteraars
hun perceptie van de emotionele intensiteit van de deler en de door hen geboden
steun. We vonden dat de ervaren emotionele intensiteit van de delers bepalend
was voor hun steunbehoeften, die op hun beurt bepalend waren voor de geboden
steun van de luisteraar. Bovendien, hoe beter de luisteraars de emotionele
intensiteit van de delers beoordeelden, hoe meer zij de sociaal-affectieve (maar
niet cognitieve) steunbehoeften van de delers vervulden. Deze bevindingen
suggereren dat delers de steun kunnen ontlokken die zij wensen, wat zou kunnen
verklaren waarom zij het delen van hun emoties als behulpzaam ervaren, hoewel
het niet leidt tot daadwerkelijk emotioneel herstel.
Bij het bepalen van de effectiviteit van steun is het echter ook belangrijk om de
rol van de context in acht te nemen: wat in de ene situatie werkt, werkt mogelijk
niet in andere situaties (zie bijvoorbeeld Aldao, 2013; Bonanno & Burton, 2013;
Cutrona, 1990; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). In Hoofdstuk 5 hebben we
onderzocht of en hoe luisteraars hun steun aanpassen aan de urgentie, dat wil
zeggen, de mate waarin de situatie vereist dat hun emotionele nood onmiddellijk
wordt verlicht of niet. Naast de neiging tot het overwegend bieden van sociaalaffectieve steun, vonden we dat wanneer de situatie om onmiddellijke emotionele
verlichting vroeg participanten minder sociaal-affectieve steun boden en in plaats
daarvan veel meer geneigd waren om te proberen de ander af te leiden van de
emotionele situatie, of de ander te stimuleren zijn of haar emoties te onderdrukken
– in vergelijking tot wanneer de situatie niet om directe emotionele verlichting
vroeg. Het bieden van cognitieve steun werd echter niet beïnvloed door de mate
waarin de situatie om onmiddellijke verlichting vroeg. In lijn met onze
hypothesen pasten de participanten dus meer regulatiestrategieën toe die gericht
waren op het loskomen van de emotionele ervaring wanneer de context meer
directe emotionele verlichting vereiste. Hoofdstuk 5 vormt daarmee een eerste
stap in het aantonen dat luisteraars de emoties van delers mogelijk reguleren op
een manier die functioneel is voor de specifieke situatie.
Samenvattend blijkt uit deze hoofdstukken dat de delers een sterke voorkeur
hebben voor sociaal-affectieve steun (Hoofdstuk 2 en 3) – een overwegende
behoefte die de luisteraars ook veronderstellen (Hoofdstuk 3) en geneigd zijn te
vervullen (Hoofdstuk 4 en 5). Zoals eerder beschreven, is cognitieve steun echter
essentieel om effectief emotioneel herstel te bevorderen (e.g., Nils & Rimé, 2012;
Rimé, 2009). Daarom is in Hoofdstuk 6 onderzocht of het inzetten van virtuele
personen een vruchtbaar alternatief zou kunnen vormen waarmee effectieve steun
kan worden geboden. We redeneerden dat mensen andere verwachtingen hebben
van virtuele personen dan van gewone mensen, omdat ze virtuele personen niet
het mentale vermogen toeschrijven om empathie te ervaren, waardoor ze wellicht
meer bereid zijn om cognitieve steun te accepteren. Om dit idee te testen, deelden
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de participanten twee persoonlijke emotionele ervaringen met een virtueel
persoon, die ofwel sociaal-affectieve steun ofwel cognitieve steun bood. Hierbij
bleek dat het ontvangen van cognitieve steun als even nuttig werd ervaren in het
omgaan met de emotionele ervaring als sociaal-affectieve steun. Bovendien
leidden beide typen steun tot een vergelijkbaar niveau van ervaren
verbondenheid en tot een vergelijkbare wens om nog een keer met de virtuele
persoon in gesprek te gaan. Tot slot waren beide typen steun even effectief in het
verminderen van ervaren emotionele intensiteit met betrekking tot de emotionele
gebeurtenis. Deze bevindingen suggereren dus dat het praten met een virtueel
persoon een manier kan zijn om de weerstand van de delers tegen cognitieve steun
te overwinnen, wat bevorderlijk zou moeten zijn voor het emotionele herstel.
Dit proefschrift werpt licht op de paradoxale bevinding dat delers het delen
van emoties meestal als behulpzaam ervaren, ondanks dat het niet tot emotioneel
herstel leidt, door aan te tonen dat er een onevenredige nadruk ligt op het bieden
van sociaal-affectieve steun. De in dit proefschrift gepresenteerde studies tonen
aan dat (1) delers sterk gemotiveerd zijn om sociaal-affectieve steun te krijgen, (2)
luisteraars geneigd zijn om sociaal-affectieve steun te bieden, hoewel zij hun steun
aanpassen aan de emotionele intensiteit, de steunbehoeften en de situationele
eisen van de deler, en (3) delers een actieve rol kunnen spelen bij het verkrijgen
van de steun die ze wensen. Op deze wijze kan het delen van emoties met anderen
hoofdzakelijk gericht raken op steun die tijdelijk leed verlicht en verbondenheid
creëert, maar die op lange termijn niet bevorderlijk is voor het emotionele herstel.
Toekomstig onderzoek is gewenst om beter te begrijpen hoe de delers hun
(cognitieve) steunbehoeften effectief kunnen communiceren. Daarnaast hebben
we aangetoond dat, ondanks de algemene voorkeur van delers voor sociaalaffectieve steun, delers mogelijk ontvankelijk zijn voor cognitieve steun wanneer
deze door een virtueel persoon geboden wordt, wat duidt op een vruchtbaar
terrein voor toekomstig onderzoek. Tot slot benadrukken deze bevindingen dat
om te begrijpen wanneer en waarom het delen van emoties effectief is, het van
cruciaal belang is om te bepalen welk doel het delen mogelijk dient. Ons onderzoek
suggereert dat delers voornamelijk gemotiveerd zijn om zich begrepen en
verbonden te voelen met anderen, en dat sociaal delen over het algemeen wel
effectief is in het vervullen van deze sociaal-relationele functie. Misschien is
gedeelde smart dan toch halve smart.
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