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dence-interdependence. For example, as interdependent, individuals in non-Western 
cultures place more emphasis on benefits for the group, expressing anger in conflicts 
can disturb others and thus endanger social relationships leading to more suppression 
of anger. Anger is therefore a typical example of a disengaged emotion that is more 
suppressed in non-Western cultures than in Western cultures. In contrast, individuals 
in Western groups value independence and therefore, expressing anger may be associ-
ated with reparation of own self-esteem; therefore anger is less suppressed in Western 
than in non-Western cultures. Based on this engaged-disengaged emotion framework, 
non-Western cultures are thought to be more prone to suppress anger and experience 
anger less, and display less aggression compared to Western cultures. 

In the current study, we focus mainly on aggression that occurs in interpersonal con-
flicts as previous research demonstrated that suppressing anger can decrease aggression 
during conflicts (Sell, 2006; Sell, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2009). We are interested in dif-
ferences in closeness between people involved in a conflict because closeness can in-
fluence how a conflict will be handled and thus whether a person will show aggression. 
Cooperation and coping attempts to preserve the relationship are more commonly found 
in intimate relationships (family and friends) than in non-intimate relationships (White-
sell & Harter, 1996). Furthermore, cross-cultural differences in rules governing intimate 
and non-intimate social relationships may influence how a conflict situation will be dealt 
with (Argyle, Henderson, Bond, Lizuka, & Contarello, 1986; Fry et al., 1998). Argyle 
et al. (1986) demonstrated that non-Western cultures hold more rules about obedience, 
maintaining harmonious relationships, and restraining emotional expression than West-
ern cultures. This implies that non-Western groups are more likely to avoid interper-
sonal conflicts and therefore suppress their anger more during a conflict situation com-
pared to Western groups. The current study set out to explore interethnic differences 
and similarities in regulation of anger and aggression in intimate versus non-intimate 
conflicts situations in (non-Western and Western) immigrants and Dutch majority group 
members and thus to test previously proposed engaged-disengaged emotion framework 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Matsumoto et al., 2008) within a single cultural context. 
Cross-Cultural Similarities and Differences in Aggression

Aggression mechanisms are usually considered to be universal in their nature. We 
focus on the three commonly investigated types of aggression, namely behavioral, ver-
bal, and relational aggression. Behavioral aggression refers to behaviors directed toward 
others with a purpose of harming the other such as hitting someone or taking revenge, 
whereas verbal aggression refers to verbal behaviors such as cursing or shouting (Eisen-
berg et al., 2000; Roberton et al., 2012). Relational aggression can be defined as social 
exclusion or harming the social status of the other (Archer & Coyne, 2005). Severance 
et al. (2013) demonstrated cross-cultural universality of aggression mechanism relat-
ed to damaging one’s self-worth (e.g., making someone feel powerless, humiliated, and 
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Abstract
This study examined associations between emotional suppression, anger, and aggression in intimate (parent and 
friend) and non-intimate (boss and shop assistant) conflicts in a vignette study conducted among immigrants and 
majority group members in the Netherlands. The sample consisted of 456 Dutch majority group members, 445 
immigrants from non-Western, and 477 immigrants from Western countries. Path analyses showed that anger 
fully mediated the emotion suppression-aggression relationship in a similar way across groups and conflicts with 
a parent, boss, and shop assistant (only in a conflict situation with a boss, emotional suppression and anger were 
both directly related to aggression). As expected, non-Western immigrants experienced less anger in these con-
flicts. However, no interethnic differences were found in the tendency to suppress anger and aggression in any 
conflict situation. We could not replicate earlier observed cross-cultural differences in obedience, hierarchy, and 
restriction of emotional expression among the samples. We concluded that non-Western immigrants do not seem 
to differ in management of anger in interpersonal conflict situations from Western groups. 

Introduction
We examined interethnic differences and similarities in emotion suppression-aggres-

sion relationships during conflicts with intimate and non-intimate others in a vignette 
study among majority group members and immigrants in the Netherlands. When inves-
tigating emotions in a cross-cultural setting, it is important to include the engaged-dis-
engaged model of emotions (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Matsumoto, Hee Yoo, & Fon-
taine, 2008) in research because cross-cultural differences in emotional suppression 
may be related to differences in (independent-interdependent) self-construal. Emotions 
are called engaged when their experience and expression promotes effective interper-
sonal relationships and as disengaged when their experience and expression is disrup-
tive for these relationships. Whether an emotion will be suppressed or not, depends 
on the perception of emotion as engaged or disengaged, which is related to indepen-
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reparation of own self-esteem. Argyle et al. (1986) found that interethnic differences 
in anger expression were largest in intimate relationships, with Western groups scoring 
higher than non-Western groups. The difference is in line with previous research find-
ings that found a strong family orientation in non-Western immigrants, which is typical-
ly characterized by strong loyalty, connectedness, and solidarity among family members 
(Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2008). This implies that non-Western immigrants would 
show higher respect for family members (and probably other intimate relationships such 
as friends) and express anger and aggression less toward intimate others compared to 
Western groups that would express more anger and aggression in intimate relationships.  
The Present Study

As far as we know, the current study is the first to assess interethnic differences and 
similarities in the suppression of aggression in conflicts with intimate versus non-inti-
mate others. We investigated the relationships between emotional suppression, expe-
rienced anger, and aggression. In line with previous research (Sell, 2006; Sell, Tooby, 
& Cosmides, 2009), we expected that a stronger tendency to suppress anger in conflict 
situations would be related to less experienced anger, which would further be associ-
ated with less aggression (Hypothesis 1a). Additionally, we hypothesized that ethnic 
groups would not differ in the relationships between the variables as previous research 
(e.g., Severance et al., 2013) demonstrated the cross-cultural universality of dimensions/
mechanisms of aggression (Hypothesis 1b).

Based on the engaged-disengaged emotion framework of non-Western and West-
ern cultures (Matsumoto et al., 2008), we expected that non-Western immigrants would 
overall suppress anger more and experience anger less, and display less aggression in 
both intimate and non-intimate conflict situations compared to Western groups (Hy-
pothesis 2a). Finally, previous research suggested that non-Western individuals suppress 
anger more in intimate relationships when compared to Western individuals (Argyle et 
al., 1986). Therefore, we expected that the interethnic differences in suppression, anger, 
and aggression would be larger between non-Western and Western groups in interper-
sonal conflicts with intimate others than in conflicts with non-intimate others (Hypothe-
sis 2b). 

Method
Participants

The data were collected in January 2014 using the Immigrant panel of Centerdata in 
the Netherlands. The immigrant panel consists of a representative sample of immigrants 
and majority group members who participate in monthly internet surveys (Scherpenzeel 
& Das, 2010) and is an independent part of the LISS panel of the MESS project (Mea-
surement and Experimentation in the Social Sciences; www.lissdata.nl). The current 
sample consisted of 1,378 participants: 456 Dutch majority group members, 445 im-

worthless) and of several dimensions of aggression related to the form of the aggressive 
behaviors (e.g., the distinction between physical and verbal aggression). However, these 
authors also provided support for cultural differences in the global meanings of the di-
mensions/mechanisms. Being ignored and social exclusion were viewed as relatively mi-
nor in terms of damage to self-esteem in the US (independent self-construct is promi-
nent), but as a major source of damage in the samples originating from the Middle East 
and East Asia (interdependent construct is prominent). Additionally, groups from the 
Middle East perceived verbal behaviors such as using an aggressive tone or yelling to be 
more threatening compared to groups from United States and East Asia. In other words, 
interethnic differences are easier to find in the antecedents of aggression (e.g., meaning 
of aggressive behaviors in terms of damage to self-esteem) than in the existence of spe-
cific aggressive behaviors (e.g., distinction between physical versus verbal aggression).
How Culture Influences Aggression in Interpersonal Conflicts

Showing anger can be adaptive in interpersonal conflict situations as anger can pro-
tect an individual (Sell et al., 2009). Anger can serve as a negotiation tool for an indi-
vidual as showing the anger can make others feel threatened and therefore not willing to 
impose costs on the angry person. However, strong anger drives aggression (Campbell, 
1993). Previous emotion research showed that a stronger tendency to suppress anger is 
usually related to lower anger experience and thus less aggressive behavior in the short 
run (Eisenberg et al., 2000).  Roberton, Daffern, and Bucks (2012) suggested that more 
anger suppression would immediately lead to less aggression because individuals who 
experience anger want to avoid, repair, or terminate this unpleasant emotion; in other 
words, the lower the anger, the lower the tendency to act upon it, and thus the lower the 
aggression. 

Whether individuals will show more emotional suppression tendency and less ag-
gressive behaviors within interpersonal relationships, depends on the social rules related 
to intimacy that may differ cross-culturally. Argyle, Hendersen, and Furnham (1985) 
demonstrated the existence of universal rules in two types of relationships, highly in-
timate relationships (family, friends, and love relationships) where the relationship is 
primary and non-intimate relationships (work, professional, and service relationships) 
that are often characterized as task oriented. People usually respect the rules in their 
social relationships and if a person breaks these rules, their relationship will be endan-
gered (Argyle et al., 1986). The authors demonstrated that there are rules for intimate 
and non-intimate relationships in non-Western and Western cultures and that the content 
and the number of these rules might differ cross-culturally. Non-Western individuals 
scored lower on expressing anger, distress, and public affection across all relationships 
when compared to Western participants. This is in line with the engaged-disengaged 
emotion framework. Expressing anger in conflicts can disturb others and thus endanger 
social relationships leading to more suppression of anger. In contrast, Western groups 
value independence more and therefore, expressing anger may be more associated with 
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations (in Parentheses) per Ethnic Group and Significant Effect Sizes 
of their Differences (Results from MANCOVA) 

Note. Education level varied from not having education at all (0) to university degree (6). Monthly net 
income is given in Euros (range). 
Means with different subscripts are significantly different (Bonferroni post hoc test). 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001

Measures 
The questionnaires are administered only in Dutch in the immigrant panel as Dutch 

proficiency is high among the panel members. Instruments and data can be retrieved 
from http://www.lissdata.nl/dataarchive/study_units/view/. 

Interpersonal Conflict Vignettes. Vignettes depicting conflicts with intimate and 

migrants from non-Western (e.g., Turkish and Moroccan Dutch), and 477 from West-
ern countries (e.g., German and Belgian immigrants). We merged ethnic groups based 
on perceived cultural distance (Schalk-Soekar, Van de Vijver, & Hoogsteder, 2004) in 
order to obtain an adequate sample size for the statistical analyses. Ethnic groups did 
not significantly differ in gender composition (see Table 1 for more details on all demo-
graphic variables). The age varied from 16 to 88 years; non-Western immigrants were 
significantly younger (F(2, 1378) = 58.85, p < .001, ηp2 = .09) and had on average a 
lower monthly net income (F(2, 1378) = 21.32, p < .001, ηp2 = .03) than Dutch ma-
jority and Western immigrants. Non-Western immigrants were also less educated than 
Western immigrants, F(2, 1378) = 3.73, p < .05, ηp2 = .01. Immigrant groups differed 
significantly in generational status; most non-Western immigrants belonged to the first 
generation (i.e., foreign born) compared to Western immigrants who were mainly sec-
ond generation, χ2(1, N = 922) = 26.16, p < .001. 
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something that is from my parents/friend/boss/shop assistant” (behavioral aggression), 
“During the conflict situation…I would say something that would hurt (my) parents/
friend/boss/shop assistant” (verbal aggression), and “After the conflict took place…I 
would avoid (my) parents/friend/boss/shop assistant as much as possible” (relational ag-
gression). The response categories varied from 1 (highly unlikely) to 7 (highly likely). 

All scales used in the current study had moderate to high internal consistencies in all 
ethnic groups (Cronbach’s alpha values varied from .74 to .88). 

Results 
Multigroup Path Models (Hypotheses 1a and 1b)

We tested whether emotional suppression is related to aggression through anger in 
four interpersonal conflict situations (parents, friend, boss, and shop assistant) in a mul-
tigroup analysis. Indicators of emotional suppression and anger were the six scale items. 
Aggression was constructed based on three latent variables: verbal, behavioral, and re-
lational aggression where each aggression subscale consisted of item indicators (two 
items per subscale). The results showed that the hypothesized mediation model was the 
best fitting model. More specifically, the structural weights model showed an adequate 
fit and in three of the four situations the best fit  (Hypothesis 1a is confirmed). This pat-
tern holds in all ethnic groups (Hypothesis 1b is confirmed). So, we found support for 
a model in which anger fully mediates the relations between emotional suppression and 
aggression in the parent, friend, and shop assistant conflict situations (see Table 2 and 
Figures 1, 2, and 4). In all three conflicts we found that more emotional suppression was 
associated with less experienced anger and more anger was related with more aggres-
sion. Moreover, in the conflict situation with the shop assistant we found a strong addi-
tional direct relationship between anger and relational aggression; this relationship was 
positive and of a similar size as the relationship between the anger and aggression latent 
factor. However, we could not confirm the proposed mediation model in the conflict sit-
uation with the boss. In this situation, emotional suppression was unrelated to anger, and 
not only anger, but also suppression were both positively and directly related to aggres-
sion (see Figure 3). 

We explored all possible variations of models where the “causal” order of variables 
was different from our hypothesized model (with and without mediation included). We 
treated emotional suppression, anger, and aggression as latent variables; each of these 
latent variables was used as predictor, mediator, and outcome. We found that the emo-
tional suppression—anger—aggression model was globally the best fitting model. 
Mean Group Differences across Contexts (Hypotheses 2a and 2b)

We conducted a Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) to test intereth-
nic differences (three levels: Dutch majority, non-Western, and Western immigrants) 
in emotional suppression, anger, verbal, behavioral, and relational aggression, with age, 

non-intimate others were used. Participants were asked to read the descriptions of four 
hypothetical interpersonal conflict scenarios (vignettes) and to answer the closed-end-
ed questions regarding their expected anger experience, emotional suppression, and ag-
gressive behaviors during these scenarios. All stimuli were presented in a fixed order. 
There were four types of conflicts presented in these vignettes, one type of conflict per 
vignette: conflict with parents (situation 1), a good friend (situation 2), a boss (situation 
3), and an (unknown) shop assistant (situation 4). In this way we were able to capture 
the conflicts with intimate (1 & 2) and non-intimate others (3 & 4). The conflict scenar-
ios described in the vignettes were selected from our previous study on motivations as-
sociated with emotional suppression conducted among members of the same Immigrant 
Panel (Stupar, Van de Vijver, & Fontaine, 2014b). The vignettes were tested in a pilot 
study among a convenience sample of 242 participants with diverse ethnic background, 
not members of the Internet Panel. We found there that the vignettes were easily recog-
nized and understood by participants from different ethnic backgrounds.

Anger. We asked participants to report how likely it was that they would experi-
ence angerin the situations described in four vignettes. The following items were taken 
from the GRID study that focusses on the semantics of emotion terms using a compo-
nential approach (Fontaine, Scherer, & Soriano, 2013): “During this situation, I would 
feel…anger/irritation/rage” Response categories varied from 1 (highly unlikely) to 7 
(highly likely). Our emotion assessment is based on the hierarchical organization of the 
cognitive structure of emotions (Fontaine et al., 2013; Fontaine, Poortinga, Setiadi, & 
Markam, 2010; Shaver, Schwartz, Kirson, & O’Connor, 1987) where anger is catego-
rized as a basic emotion category that consists of several subordinate-level categories, 
such as irritation, rage, and anger. 

Emotional suppression. We adjusted three items on emotional suppression from 
the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 2003) in order to make 
the items applicable to the vignettes. An example of an adjusted suppression item was 
“During this situation…I would keep my emotions to myself”. The response categories 
varied from 1 (highly unlikely) to 7 (highly likely). 

Aggression. As we could not find an aggression questionnaire that includes verbal, 
behavioral, and relational aspects of aggression, we adapted the items from the Reac-
tive-Proactive Aggression Questionnaire (Raine et al., 2006), Aggression Questionnaire 
(Buss & Warren, 2000), and Buss-Durkee Hostility Inventory-Dutch (BDHI-D; Lange, 
Dehghani, & Beurs, 1995). The final aggression scale consisted of six items regarding 
behavioral, verbal, and relational oriented aggression that would occur after the conflict 
took place.1  The examples of items are: “After the conflict took place…I would break 
1The first version of Aggression scale consisted of nine items across three aggression dimensions (ver-
bal, behavioral, and relational aggression). We confirmed the three-factor solution using CFA. Howev-
er, three items did not differentiate well as they had strong cross-loadings. Therefore we deleted them 
from further analyses. The deleted items referred to “threatening the other”, “gossiping about the oth-
er”, and “showing understanding for other”.
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Table 2
Results of the Multigroup Invariance Analysis of the Hypothesized Mediation Model 

Note. Most restrictive model with a good fit is printed in italics. CFI = Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA = 
Root Mean Square of Approximation. CI = Confidence Interval. 
**p < .01. ***p < .001

Additionally, we examined the significance of the two-way interaction between eth-
nicity and the context of the conflict (intimate versus non-intimate). This was done in 
to test the Hypothesis 2b according to which interethnic differences (specifically be-
tween non-Western and Western groups) on suppression, anger, and aggression would 
be stronger in intimate context when compared to non-intimate context. Weights of 1, 
-.5, and -.5 were used for the non-Western immigrants, Western immigrants, and Dutch 
majority group members, respectively (with age, education, and net income as covari-
ates). The contrast yielded a significant, yet small interaction effect only for suppres-
sion, F(1, 1378) = 17.31, p < .001, ηp2 = .01. The scores on suppression tendency were 
higher in non-Western immigrants in intimate contexts (conflict with parent and friend) 
when compared to the scores in both Western immigrants and Dutch majority within 
the same context. However, this difference in suppression was not present in a non-in-
timate context (conflict with boss and shop assistant). All other contrasts of interaction 

education level, and net month income as covariates (see Table 1 for more details on 
significant effects of ethnicity on variables). Note that we tested in our pre-analyses gen-
der differences in aggression related variables (per ethnic group by using independent t 
tests); however we could not confirm gender differences in aggression scores and there-
fore we did not add gender as an independent variable in the current analyses. The re-
sults showed that the multivariate effect of ethnic group was significant (Wilks’ Lambda 
= .94, F(40, 1378) = 2.00, p < .001, ηp2 = .03). When further examining the univariate 
effects, we found small significant interethnic differences in five variables (Hypothesis 2a 
is partially confirmed). Non-Western immigrants scored lower on anger toward parent 
(F(2, 1378) = 10.24, p < .001, ηp2 = .02), boss (F(2, 1378) = 5.52, p < .01, ηp2 = .01), 
and shop assistant (F(2, 1378) = 3.24, p < .05, ηp2 = .01) than the two other groups 
did. Moreover, non-Western immigrants scored significantly higher on suppression of 
conflict with friend (F(2, 1378) = 6.32, p < .01, ηp2 = .01), but also on verbal aggres-
sion with parents (F(2, 1378) = 3.16, p < .05, ηp2 = .01) compared to all other ethnic 
groups. We could not confirm interethnic differences in total aggression scores across 
interpersonal conflict contexts. 
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Figure 2  
A path model of emotional suppression, anger, and aggression in friend-context
Note. Standardized regression coefficients are given next to the arrows. Factor loadings are printed 
in italics, next to the arrows. Numbers below construct names represent proportions of variance ex-
plained. 
***p < .001. $ Loading fixed at a value of 1 in the non-standardized solution

effects regarding anger and types of aggression (verbal, behavioral, and relational) were 
non-significant. Therefore, Hypothesis 2b was not confirmed for any dependent variable, 
with the exception of suppression.

Figure 1  
A path model of emotional suppression, anger, and aggression in parent-context

Note. Standardized regression coefficients are given next to the arrows. Factor loadings are printed 
in italics, next to the arrows. Numbers below construct names represent proportions of variance ex-
plained. 
***p < .001. $ Loading fixed at a value of 1 in the non-standardized solution.
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Figure 4  
A path model of emotional suppression, anger, and aggression in shop assistant-context

Note. Standardized regression coefficients are given next to the arrows. Factor loadings are printed 
in italics, next to the arrows. Numbers below construct names represent proportions of variance ex-
plained. 
***p < .001. $ Loading fixed at a value of 1 in the non-standardized solution

Discussion 
We investigated interethnic differences and similarities in emotional suppression, 

experienced anger, and aggression, and their interrelatedness in interpersonal conflicts 
with intimate and non-intimate others in immigrants and majority group members in the 
Netherlands. We found that a stronger tendency to suppress anger in conflict situations is 
related with less experienced anger which is associated with less aggression (Hypothesis 
1a was confirmed). Our findings suggest that ethnic groups do not differ in these rela-
tionships (Hypothesis 1b was also confirmed) and that the mechanisms underlying ag-
gression in interpersonal conflicts are similar across the ethnic groups studied. 

An interesting finding is that the hypothesized mediation model was most applica-
ble to the intimate contexts whereas the relationships between suppression, anger, and 
aggression were slightly different in non-intimate contexts. Anger was strongly related 
to aggression in the conflict with the boss, whereas the relationship between suppres-

Figure 3  
A path model of emotional suppression, anger, and aggression in boss-context

Note. Standardized regression coefficients are given next to the arrows. Factor loadings are printed 
in italics, next to the arrows. Numbers below construct names represent proportions of variance ex-
plained. 
***p < .001. $ Loading fixed at a value of 1 in the non-standardized solution
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sample was somehow more engaged with the members of the host culture. Inclusion of 
less engaged immigrants would probably lead to stronger interethnic differences in emo-
tion regulation. Note that engagement with the members of the host cultures can be also 
seen as a part of adjustment, together with acquisition of host language. Third, it is pos-
sible that the previous research mainly focused on the ethnic groups that are extremely 
culturally distant from each other such as majority members living in US versus major-
ities living in East Asia (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Samples in the current study may 
be culturally less distant from each other than those used in previous studies. Finally, we 
addressed specific behaviors in our study and we found stronger cross-cultural differenc-
es in general tendencies than in specific behaviors, similar to previous studies conducted 
within the immigrant panel (Stupar et al., 2014a, 2015). Therefore, it is not unlikely that 
a study that would deal with more normative aspects of conflicts (such as the question 
of how people in a culture are supposed to deal with interpersonal conflicts) could have 
shown more expected cross-cultural differences. 

It is a novel aspect of the current study that we investigated interethnic differenc-
es and similarities in suppression-aggression relationship in two types of interpersonal 
conflicts, intimate versus non-intimate, in a large sample of immigrants and majori-
ty members in the Netherlands. We found evidence for the invariance of the suppres-
sion-aggression relationship in interpersonal conflicts regardless of the intimacy of the 
relationships and the ethnic background. Although hierarchy and obeying authorities are 
usually more emphasized in non-Western cultures and non-Western groups are there-
fore expected to avoid the conflicts with others, our data suggest that non-Western im-
migrants do not differ in management of anger in interpersonal conflict situations from 
Western groups. 

The current study has some limitations that could be dealt with in future research. 
Our study is correlational in nature and therefore, our findings may not reveal causal re-
lationships. Future research would benefit from manipulating distinct interpersonal con-
flicts in different ethnic groups in the laboratory. Considering that there is a large gap in 
emotion literature on the influence of situational context on cultural specific dimensions 
of aggression, we strongly recommend exploring the influence of conflict specificity in 
aggression mechanisms. It would be interesting to go beyond self-reports and examine 
whether the established associations can be confirmed in real conflicts. 
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