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Interpersonal Emotion Regulation in Couples: Cultural
Differences and Similarities

Michael Boiger (Assistant Professor of University of Amsterdam)

M Purpose of this study

From time to time, romantic partners
face disagreements: One partner wants
to buy a new family car, the other would
rather save the money; one partner
wants to spend more time together, the
other struggles with being available.
How do couples handle these
disagreements and the feelings that
come with them? While psychologists
and relationship researchers know much
about how “Western” (primarily
European American) couples handle
these issues, little is known about the
rest of the world. To get a better
understanding of the range and
variability of relationship dynamics, we
have been studying what happens
during couple disagreements in Japan
and Belgium for the last years.

What has clearly stood out from past
research is the pivotal role of emotions
for relationships (e.g., Gottman, 1994).
While this may be true universally, we
have proposed that which emotions
are in the foreground, how they are
handled, and what effect they have on
the relationship may differ between
cultures. We found support for this
idea in previous research with 80
Japanese and 58 Belgian couples
who discussed a disagreement in
the lab. After the discussion, partners
separately viewed recordings of their
interactions and indicated their
emotional experience. We found that a
balance of positive and negative affect
as well as the experience of empathy
characterized Japanese disagreements;
in contrast predominantly positive
affect and the experience of anger are
common and functional in Belgian

couples (Boiger, Kirchner, Schouten,

Uchida, & Mesquita, 2019; Kirchner et al,,
2019). These different emotional patterns
appear to reflect and support the
relational concerns of interdependence
and other-focus in Japan and autonomy

and self-focus in Belgium.

H Study 1

The aim of the present studies was
to gain a better understanding of
how couples achieve these different
emotional patterns. Our overarching
idea was that partners use
interpersonal emotion regulation
(IER) strategies to move them and
their partner away from difficult and
towards desirable emotions during
disagreements. In Study 1, we examined
if there are indeed observable cultural
differences in IER strategies that may
account for the observed differences in
emotions. To this aim, we used the
recordings of the disagreement
described above and coded them for
each partner’s |IER strategies. We
coded IER strategies using an
established coding system, called the
SPecific AFFect coding system
(SPAFF, Coan & Gottman, 2007). 2
Japanese judges, trained to use SPAFF,
coded the Japanese couple
interactions and 3 Belgian judges,
similarly trained, coded the Belgian
couple interactions. Coders tracked
any non-codable IER behaviors to
account for additional culture-specific
codes. First analyses revealed that
Japanese couples used more |ER
strategies that are geared towards
validation and interest. For example,
couples agreed with and showed
interest in each other while maintaining

opposing opinions. Belgian couples, in

comparison, used more assertive
strategies. For example, they directly
expressed and actively negotiated

opposing opinions.

H Study 2

In Study 2, we followed up on these
findings by conducting focus groups
with experts and married individuals in
Japan and Belgium. The aim of these
focus groups was to tap directly into
people’s cultural ideas and perceptions
about how couples in their culture (as
opposed to another culture) deal with
disagreements. To engender discussion,
we first showed each focus group a
15-minute video of Japanese and
Belgian couple interactions taken from
our previous research (see also Tobin
& Hsueh, 2007). Participants were
then invited to discuss both their
perception of the videos and their
own opinions about, among others,
strategies for interpersonal emotion
regulation during disagreements. The
interviews have been transcribed and
are currently being analyzed using

thematic analysis.
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Emotions and Motivation Following Feedback about
Natural Talent or Hard Work

Christina Brown (Associate Professor of Arcadia University)

M Purpose of this study

In an ideal world, it would be easy
to feel motivated to persist on
difficult tasks. In reality, motivation is
influenced by factors such as
enjoyment of the task, wanting to
master a skill, a desire for rewards, or
fear of punishment. One possible
factor that could influence motivation
is whether achievements are believed
to be caused by talent or hard work.

These beliefs can vary from person
to person, but they also differ by
culture. Previous research has found
that Japanese adults and children
value effort relatively more than
Americans do, while Americans tend
to value talent (Heine et al., 2001;
Lockhart, et al., 2009).

Christina Brown, Yukiko Uchida,
and Yoshiyuki Ueda are conducting
an experiment to understand how
Japanese and Americans react when
they believe they were successful
because of their own effort or talent.
Specifically, do people feel more
motivated to persist on a difficult
task if they believe their prior
achievements on the same task were
caused by their own efforts, or if they

were caused by their own talent?

H Methods

In an experiment designed to
answer this question, Japanese
and American college students
(participants) are told that the
researchers are studying their
“cognitive flexibility skill.” The
researchers are actually studying the
students’ motivation, and “cognitive
flexibility skill” is a story intended to

make the participants care about the

experimental tasks. First, the
participants complete two mirror
tracing problems at a computer. In
these problems, participants try to
copy a simple drawing using a
computer mouse, but the line that
appears as they draw moves in the
opposite direction of their hand
movements. This is a challenging
task, but people can improve if they
practice these problems repeatedly.

After finishing two problems, the
computer shows participants
feedback about their performance.
Participants in a control group are
only told that they did well.
Participants in a “talent” group are
told they did well because they have a
talent for it, whereas participants in
an “effort” group are told they did
well because they worked hard. This
information is actually fake, but
participants are told this to test how
their beliefs influence motivation.

Next, while participants are waiting
for the experimenter to prepare the
next task, they are allowed to use the
computer freely. They have the
option to practice more mirror tracing
problems, or they can do something
else (e.g., use the Internet).

The researchers are measuring
whether participants choose to
continue practicing mirror tracing
problems. The prediction is that Japanese
students will be more motivated to
continue when their past effort was
emphasized, whereas American
students will be more motivated

when their talent was emphasized.

M Progress

Data is currently being collected in

Figure. Sample mirror tracing problem.
The participant places the mouse cursor
in the bottom box and tries to copy
the figure in the top box. When the
participant moves the mouse, a drawing
line appears in the top box. The drawing
line moves in the opposite direction of
the participant’s mouse movements, like
a mirror reflection.

both Japan and the U.S., and the
results of the experiment will be
shared widely. Importantly, if there are
cultural differences in reactions to
beliefs about talent and effort, this
would suggest that effective methods
for increasing motivation depend on
culture (e.g., parenting style, societal
norms and values). This can be useful
for parents, educators, and supervisors
who want to increase motivation in a

positive way.
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Tibetan Nitisastras in Bhutan: Ethical and Political

Philosophy

Miguel Alvarez Ortega (Associate Professor of University of Seville)

M Background

Nitisastras (Tibetan: lugs kyi btstan
bchos) are treatises of proper
behavior usually addressed to kings,
and hence serving as“speculum
principis.” The Tibetan scholarship
translated such treatises from
Sanskrit and also created their own
compositions from the 9 century up
to the 1950s. Nitisastras spread
throughout the Himalayan region
(e.g. Bhutan) and became very
popular. They are usually interpreted
as compedia of “folk wisdom?”,
considered a minor genre aimed at
educating unlearned people. Their
political and social philosophy is still
not properly explored; neither is their
presence in legal texts fully

understood.

M Goals

The project aimed at exploring the
socio-political and ethical discourse
of the most relevant native Tibetan
Nitisastras in the middle (pre-
Gelugpa) period: Sakya Legshe (XIII"
century), composed by Sakya
Pandita Kunga Gyeltsen (1182-1251)
and An Examination of fools (XV"
century), composed by Bodong
Panchen Chogle Namgyal (1376
-1451). It also proposed the
consideration of their external
influence by focusing on their
relationship with “native Bhutanese”
NTtisastra and with legal texts
(Tibetan and Bhutanese).

M Methodology
The methodology employed was
threefold, comprising a:

Philological approach: Transcription,

edition and translation of An
Examination of fools; comparison:
Sakya Legshe vs An Examination of
fools & Indian nitis (correlations);
search and study of “Bhutanese”
nitisastras;

Philosophical approach: Systematic
analysis of content: cross-cutting
themes, main positions, exceptions;

Legal approach: identification of
parallels in Tibetan and Bhutanese

legal documents

M Results

Textual analysis resulted in the
identification of parallelisms
(borrowed verses) in Bodong
Panchen’s An Examination of fools
(484 stanzas) in both Sakya Legshe
and in the Tibetan translations of
Sanskrit texts (Prajiasataka,
Jantuposanabindu, Masaraksa’s
Nitisastra, Gathasataka). A native
Bhutanese Nitisastra (skye bo lugs kyi
bstan bcos dpag bsam myu gu, XX"
century) was located in the British
Library. A primary philological analysis
shows that it consists of 35 stanzas
(7 -syllable lines) of an irregular
number of lines and also that is a
completely original composition (no
apparent parallels).

Regarding the socio-political
discourse embedded in An
Examination of fools and Sakya
Legshe, the research has shown three
main results:

a) certain themes can be
identified as recurring and hence
prevailing: the topic of qualities
and characters; the topic of
Merit, Karma and Wealth (to

explain and legitimize

aristocracy); the topic of Rulers
and officials (showing a pragmatic
approach to kingship); the topic
Soteriology (as the ultimate
goal).

b) There is a principle / exception
organization of elements,
according to which, individuals
are determined by social group
(principle), and there is only very
limited space for social mobility
(exception).

c) The underlying rationale of the
texts is the legitimation &
preservation of a conservative
casteist social system in which
the King-subjects relationship is
mutually beneficial but there is
no room for criticism or jus
resistendi.

This proves, that contrary to
common opinion, Tibetan Buddhist
nitisastras do not represent a break
but a continuation of the Brahmanical

political tradition.

Finally, several legal texts using
verses borrowed from nitisastras
could be identified:

khrims yig zhal Ice bco Inga pa (XV
c.); Glang dor gsal bar ston pa’idrang
thig dvangs shel me long nyer gcig pa
by (1681); Bka’ khrims (XVIII c.)
1986. Bstan ’dzin Chos rgyal’s Bhutan
Legal Code of 1729.
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