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Background

Associations between emotional suppression and psychological health 
have been shown to differ across cultures (Ford & Mauss, 2015).

‒ Suppression was related to more depressive symptoms and lower life 
satisfaction among Western participants

‒ …but unrelated to depressive symptoms among members of East 
Asian cultures.

 Cultural differences in emotion regulation might be explained by different 
values for the experience and expression of emotions. 

Method
Sample
1 000 university students from Japan and German-speaking 
countries (Germany and Austria)
• 524 Japanese: M = 19.00 years, SD = 1.14; 36.8% female 
• 476 Germans: M = 21.71 years, SD = 2.85; 60.9% female 

Results of Moderation Analyses (Gender and Age as Covariates)

Summary and Conclusion

Emotional suppression – whether in general or out of empathic concern for hurting others –
was related to more depressive symptoms among Germans. But not among Japanese! 

Japanese who suppressed negative emotions out of empathic concern (empathic 
suppression) reported fewer depressive symptoms.

Contrary to the common view, suppression might not always be an unhealthy emotion 
regulation strategy – quite the opposite: In the Japanese cultural context, suppressing 
emotions out of empathic concern might be a socially adaptive strategy to maintain harmony.  
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Research Objective

We investigated cultural differences in the association between 
emotion suppression and depressive symptoms among German-
speaking (henceforth: “German”) and Japanese participants

Two types of suppression were examined: 
 General suppression, e.g., “I control my emotions by not 

expressing them”.
 Empathic suppression of negative emotions, e.g., “When I feel 

negative emotions, I try not to show them, so as not to burden 
anyone else”.

Hypotheses
1) General suppression will be related to more depressive 

symptoms among Germans, but not among Japanese (in line 
with previous research).

2) Empathic suppression will be related to less depressive 
symptoms among Japanese, but to more depressive symptoms 
among Germans.

Measures
Variable Questionnaire

General suppression Emotion Regulation Questionnaire 
(Gross & John, 2003)

Empathic suppression Emotion Regulation Inventory (König, 
2011)

Depressive symptoms Center of Epidemiologic Studies 
Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977)

Figure 2. Link between depressive symptoms and general suppression (left) and empathic suppression of 
negative emotions (right) among Japanese and Germans. Pearson correlations are given to improve 
interpretability. 
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Figure 1. Cultural values underlying emotion regulation (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 
Trommsdorff & Rothbaum, 2008).
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Suppression of emotions might be socially adaptive in East Asian cultural
contexts to maintain harmony.

This may be especially the case when negative emotions are masked out
of empathic concern for others (= empathic suppression).
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