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Interpersonal Emotion Regulation in Romantic
Relationships:
Congruence and Synchronization

Wen-Tso Ho

Abstract

It’s been more than 20 years since Gross (1998) published a milestone paper on the
topic of emotion regulation. The focus of the topic has shifted to interpersonal
context, which is the main source of emotion and emotion regulation. The existing
theories of interpersonal emotion regulation (IER) were reviewed (Reeck et al., 2016;
Zaki & Williams, 2013). However, both of them still emerged from an individual
perspective, lacking the description of interpersonal interaction process. Moreover,
both failed to predict the results of IER. This dissertation proposed using a relational-
focused perspective to construct the IER model. Study 1 used thematic analysis and
24 couples were interviewed about their experience of regulating negative emotions
with their partners. Five stages of IER were identified, which is emotion awareness,
empathy of emotion cause, regulation motivation, regulation strategy, and effect
evaluation, by time order. The congruence of each stage influenced the congruence of
the next stage and decided the results of IER. When the congruence was low,
individual would try to synchronize with their partner to promote the congruence.
Study 2 measured 108 couples’ congruence and indicators of their well-being, and
relationship satisfaction. The questionnaire of first 4 stages of IER was developed and

showed a stable serial mediation process. The index of congruence, which combined 4
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stages of IER, predicted couples’ well-being and relationship satisfaction. Study 3A
and 3B was a longitudinal study and 144 participants enrolled. It measured the time
before a negative emotion event (NEE) happened (T1), the day of NEE happened
(T2), and 3 days after NEE happened (T3). Study 3A validated the result of study 2
again, showing the serial mediation process of 4 stages existed across time and NEE.
The index of congruence of T1, mediated by the congruence of regulation strategy of
T2/T3, predicted the relationship satisfaction of T2/T3, the positive emotion and
negative emotion of T2, and positivity resonance of T3. In each time frame, the
congruence of regulation strategy positively predicted the relationship satisfaction.
Study 3B focused on the relation of the synchronization and the congruence. Results
showed as the congruence of regulation strategy (T2) became lower, the frequency of
synchronization would be higher during T2 to T3. The positive influence of the
effectiveness of synchronization on the congruence of regulation strategy (T3) only
appeared when the congruence of regulation strategy (T2) was low. The effectiveness
of synchronization during T2 to T3 positively predicted the relationship satisfaction
(T3). Through 3 studies, an evidence-based IER model was built and a reliable and
valid corresponding measure was developed. The model has much potential in couple
therapy and emotional disturbance therapy. The interpersonal context of this model
was easy to shift different kinds of relationships, such as parent-child or supervisor-
subordinator relationship.
Keywords: emotion regulation, emotion regulation motivation, emotion
regulation strategy, interpersonal emotion regulation, romantic

relationship
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