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Abstract
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Interpersonal emotion regulation involves having emotions changed in a social context. While some research has used the
term to refer to instances where others are used to alter one’s own emotions (intrinsic), other research refers to goal-directed
actions aimed at modifying others’ emotional responses (extrinsic). We argue that the self-other distinction should be applied
not only to the target (who has their emotion regulated) but also to the means (whether the agent uses themselves or others
to achieve the regulation). Based on this, we propose interpersonal emotion regulation can take place when an agent changes
a target’s emotions by affecting a third party’s emotion who will shift the emotion of the target in turn (direct other-based
interpersonal ER) or by impacting a third party’s emotion (indirect other-based interpersonal ER). We discuss these processes
and the conditions that lead to their emergence reconciling findings from different fields and suggesting new research venues.

Keywords Interpersonal emotion regulation - Agent - Target - Emotion

Every day in our social interactions we have our own and
others’ emotions changed. For example, during conver-
sations between romantic couples about a negative event
affecting one of them, the other partner may feel bad about
the situation (i.e., having their own mood shifted from posi-
tive to negative). In response, they may attempt to change
how their partner is feeling (i.e., aiming to change the part-
ner’s emotion from negative to more positive). This form
of emotion regulation (ER) has been labelled interpersonal
ER and entails an agent (usually the self) who takes direct
actions to modify the emotions of a target (another person;
Niven, 2017). This process differs from intrapersonal ER in
who the target is: In interpersonal ER' the target is another
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person, in intrapersonal ER it would be the self (Gross et al.,
2011). In this paper, we propose that this self-other distinc-
tion can be applied not only to the ends (i.e., who the target
of the regulation is) but to the means (i.e., whether the per-
son uses the self or others to change the emotional response).
Consequently, we suggest that interpersonal ER can take two
different forms: first, self-based interpersonal ER entails the
agent aiming to change someone else’s emotions, but they
do this directly by using their own strategies and resources
(e.g., a child decides to make their friend feel better by talk-
ing to them and offering a listening ear). This is the process
that has been typically described in the literature. Second,
considering others as both means and ends suggests a new
process that we labelled other-based interpersonal ER which
will be the main focus of this paper.

Other-based interpersonal ER extends previous concep-
tualisations of interpersonal ER in several important ways.
First, while self-based interpersonal ER assumes a dyadic
interaction between an agent and a target (even if one of
them is a group), other-based interpersonal ER expands this
by acknowledging that there may be other actors involved
in this process. This recognises that most social interactions

! Here, we are using the term interpersonal to refer to extrinsic inter-

personal emotion regulation (Zaki & Williams, 2013) or those pro-
cesses aimed to change the emotions of others (Niven et al., 2009).
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take place in contexts where there are multiple people
involved (e.g., family gatherings, team meetings, group work
in the school context). Second, while self-based interper-
sonal ER suggests that the regulation happens in a specific
direction (i.e., the agent either improves, worsens, or main-
tains the affect of the target), in other-based interpersonal ER
the emotional valence of the different emotional exchanges
might not necessarily go in the same direction. For exam-
ple, an agent may make a third party feel bad (affect wors-
ening), as this will cheer up the target as a result (affect
improvement). This recognises the intricate nature of socio-
emotional interactions in the interpersonal ER framework,
including processes previously described in other fields such
as family or group dynamics. Third, self-based interpersonal
ER assumes a linear process in which the agent identifies the
emotions of the target and selects and implements a num-
ber of regulation strategies (e.g., Nozaki & Mikolajczak,
2020). Although this process can require a certain degree
of perspective-taking or theory of mind to represent others’
emotional states (Reeck et al., 2016), it can also take place
due to more basic mechanisms such as classical conditioning
(i.e., learning how to respond when one encounters some-
one upset) or mimicry or facial imitation (e.g., Eisenberg
& Strayer, 1990; Wang et al., 2023). However, other-based
interpersonal ER assumes a more complex cognitive mecha-
nism in which the agent needs to represent two different
emotional states. This extends current conceptualisations
of interpersonal ER by highlighting that different forms of
this process may vary in the complexity of the mechanisms
involved. Finally, we argue that other-based interpersonal
ER can expand current conceptualisations of interpersonal
ER by integrating concepts referring to emotional dynamics
that have received different labels across distinct fields (e.g.,
family, sports, or forensic contexts among many others) so
that they can all be explained relying on a single framework.
Therefore, in this paper, we will describe other-based inter-
personal ER, its relevance, the different factors that may
shape it, as well as the different applications and implica-
tions across different fields in psychology.

Other-based interpersonal ER

There are instances in which agents might not want or can-
not directly change the emotion of the target and they need
to rely on a third party or assume that third-party regulation
would be more successful than directly changing the emo-
tion of the target. We suggest that other-based interpersonal
ER can occur in two ways: Direct and indirect. Direct other-
based interpersonal ER involves the agent actively changing
a third party’s emotions so that the third party can then alter
the target’s emotions. For example, parent A (agent) may
want to hurt parent B (target) by making their child (third
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party) feel guilty about not spending enough time together
so that the child can, in turn, reject parent B (Fig. 1). On the
other hand, indirect other-based interpersonal ER happens
when the agent wants to change the target’s emotions by
modifying a third party’s emotions without the need for the
third party to change the target’s emotions. For example, a
manager (agent) may make a senior employee (third party)
laugh, improving their feelings so that this act makes a new
employee (target) feel relaxed in their new work environment
when witnessing this (Fig. 1). Although these processes can
be understood as self-based interpersonal ER since the agent
changes directly the emotions of the third party, we argue
self- and other-based interpersonal ER are significantly dif-
ferent as the regulatory process serves different regulatory
goals. While in self-based interpersonal ER the regulatory
goal is first-order (i.e., the final aim is to change the emo-
tions of a person or a specific group) in other-based inter-
personal ER the regulatory goals are second-order, that is,
they are undertaken with the final aim not to change the third
party’s emotions per se but doing it with the ultimate goal to
shift the target’s emotions.

Direct other-based interpersonal ER This regulation process
may happen when the agent knows that they can change
the target’s emotions by impacting a third party person’s
emotions, who will change the target’s emotions in turn.
This emotional process can occur in different contexts (e.g.,
family, workplace, etc.), may involve affect improvement
(i.e., enhancing others’ positive emotions) or worsening (i.e.,
deteriorating others’ emotions), and may be done for differ-
ent motives (e.g., hedonic, that is, for the sake of improving
or worsening others’ affect; instrumental with the aim for
the target to attain a different goal by experiencing either a
positive or a negative affect; see Table 1 for a glossary of
key terms used in the paper). Regarding affect improvement,
a coach (agent) may try to boost the captain’s mood (van
Kleef et al., 2019) so that the captain (third party) can in turn
boost the morale of the team (target) to make them feel better
(i.e., hedonic) or to improve how they feel so that they can
perform better in the competition (i.e., instrumental; Campo
et al., 2016). This may happen in instances where the target
(team) may feel closer or may have more trust in the third
party (captain) as compared to the agent (coach) and as such,
the regulatory efforts are more likely to be successful using
this route rather than self-based interpersonal ER (Fransen
et al., 2014).

Considering affect worsening, episodes of triangulation
in family dynamics where separation and divorce have hap-
pened can exemplify this process. In these contexts, one
parent (agent) engages in abusive behaviours making the
child (third party) feel bad so that the child can in turn upset
the other parent (target) by rejecting them or not wanting
to spend time with them (Baker, 2005; Gardner, 2002). In
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Fig. 1 Different forms of inter-
personal ER. Note. Solid lines
represent emotional dynamics
in which the emotional response
is targeted directly, while dotted
lines represent changes in the
emotional dynamic that happen
incidentally

Different Forms of Interpersonal ER

Agent

Self-based Interpersonal ER

Target

( Target

Direct Other-based Interpersonal ER

Indirect Other-based Interpersonal ER

Table 1 Glossary of key terms in interpersonal emotion regulation

Key term

Definition

Agent
Target
Third-party

Affect improvement

Affect worsening

Hedonic (counterhedonic) motive
Altruistic motive

Instrumental motive

Person/people who initiate different actions aimed at changing someone’s emotional response

Person/people who have their emotions changed

Individual or group who have their emotions changed with the ultimate goal of influencing the

target’s emotions

Regulatory process with the aim of improving someone’s mood
Regulatory process to deteriorate someone’s mood

Regulatory actions done with the purpose of solely improving (or hurting) the feelings of others

Regulatory actions done with the goal to benefit the target either in the short or long-term

Regulatory actions done with the aim to facilitate the attainment of a goal by the target (e.g.,

increasing their performance)
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this process, the agent (parent A) aims to hurt the target
(parent B) but instead of doing it directly uses a third party
(the child) with the ultimate goal of worsening the target’s
feelings (Darnall, 2011) or for instrumental reasons such as
damaging the relationship between the target and the third
party (Harman et al., 2018) or for negatively impacting the
reputation of the target (Gardner, 2002). Another example
can be found in organisational contexts where an employee
(agent) may highlight instances where the manager was
unfair to their work colleagues (third party) to worsen their
mood so that they in turn could ostracise the manager (tar-
get) to just worsen their affect (i.e., hedonic) or to worsen
the target’s affect so that the manager might be more likely
to quit the job (instrumental; Bedi, 2019).

Indirect other-based interpersonal ER This regulation pro-
cess may take place when the agent knows that they can
change the target’s emotions just by impacting a third-par-
ty’s emotions. This process can again entail affect improve-
ment and worsening and can be driven by different motives.
Focusing on affect improvement, the use of affinity seek-
ing and maintaining strategies in the family context is an
example of this process (e.g., Ganong & Coleman, 2017).
For instance, a step-parent (agent) may try to get on well
with the step-child (third-party) and make the step-child feel
good so that this in turn can cheer up the partner and par-
ent of the child (target; e.g., Ganong et al., 1999). This may
be done for the sake of making the partner feel good, that
is, for hedonic considerations (e.g., Coleman & Ganong,
1997); or potentially to improve family dynamics and attain
increased trust and love from the partner, that is, for instru-
mental or social motives (e.g., Widmer, 2016). In addition,
within family dynamics, the concept of emotional spillover
(e.g., Low et al., 2019) can also be explained as indirect
other-based interpersonal ER as it suggests that one member
(agent) affecting another member’s emotional state (third
party) can also have an effect in an additional member of
the family (target). For example, a child (agent) who may
have failed to directly comfort their stressed parent (target),
may engage in positive interactions with their sibling (third
party), so that their parent will be pleased and less stressed
when observing this.

We can also find examples of indirect other-oriented
interpersonal affect improvement in the workplace. For
instance, a worker (agent) may try to cheer up their co-work-
ers (third party) as this is expected to please the manager
(target) and ultimately make the manager happy (hedonic)
or improve the company’s productivity which in turn will
also make the manager happy (instrumental; Fisher, 2010).
Similar interactions may also be observed in the classroom
context. For instance, when a student (agent) notices their
teacher (target) feeling upset, the student might have a desire
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to offer comfort. However, due to a perceived power imbal-
ance that may act as a deterrent, the student might opt for an
indirect approach. In this case, they choose to be kind to a
peer (a third party) and try to uplift their spirits, understand-
ing that making the peer feel happy can indirectly improve
the teacher's mood as well (hedonic motive; Brackett et al.,
2011). The same act can be done for instrumental reasons if
making the teacher feel better is done to attain more trust and
bias their academic judgment (e.g., Forster-Heinzer et al.,
2020).

Indirect other-based interpersonal ER can also take
place when agents engage in affect worsening. In the family
context, episodes of abuse can serve as examples of these
emotional processes. We can find indirect other-based inter-
personal ER in situations when one member of the couple
(agent) harms the child (third party) to inflict pain on the
partner (target) (i.e., direct vicarious violence; Porter &
Loépez-Angulo, 2022). The anger experienced toward the
partner is induced in the child so that this in turn can make
the partner feel bad with the aim of hurting the partner (i.e.,
hedonic motive; Wilczynski, 1995) or trying to exert power
and control (i.e., instrumental motive; Johnson, 2008). This
is done particularly in instances when the agent (i.e., aggres-
sor) does not have direct access to the target (i.e., partner)
due sometimes to legal requirements of social distancing
between partners (Porter & Lopez-Angulo, 2022). In fact,
separation from the partner (i.e., physical distancing) was
described as an important risk factor for this emotional
process (e.g., Kirkwood, 2012; West et al., 2009). Another
example can be found in organizational settings where indi-
rect upwards bullying (Branch et al., 2021) may take place
and a worker (agent) may create a difficult working environ-
ment for other colleagues (third party) making them feel bad
to ultimately upset their manager (target) (hedonic consid-
erations; Ramsay et al., 2010) or for creating a power imbal-
ance (i.e., instrumental; Patterson et al., 2018). Although
affect worsening can entail most of the time a counterhe-
donic motivation (i.e., worsening other people’s mood to
hurt them) it is also possible that affect worsening can be
done for more altruistic purposes (L6pez-Pérez et al., 2017,
2021). We argue this can also take place in other-based inter-
personal ER. For instance, consider a situation where parent
A (the agent) discovers that their adolescent child (the target)
has started using drugs. The natural inclination for parent
A may be to directly confront their child, expressing their
disappointment and concern, but they are aware that such a
direct approach can lead to reactance and resistance in the
target (Donaldson et al., 2023). Therefore, parent A decides
on an alternative strategy. They engage in a conversation
with parent B, discussing the concerning rise in drug use
among adolescents and the associated risks. As a result of
this conversation, parent B (the third party) becomes visibly
anxious and concerned. The adolescent child (the target)
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observes parent B's distress and, in turn, experiences a sense
of guilt and regret about their own actions. This process
illustrates how, by affecting the emotions of a third party,
in this case, parent B, the agent (parent A) can indirectly
prompt the target (the adolescent child) to reflect on their
behaviour and feel upset for the sake of their long-term well-
being, evidencing more altruistic forms of affect worsening.

The process of other-based interpersonal ER

Emotional valence The emotional processes previously
described assume that the emotional valence remains the
same across the different transactions, that is, the emotion
the agent expects to induce in the target has the same emo-
tional valence as the emotion they induce in the third party
(e.g., affect worsening from agent to the third party and
affect worsening from the third party to the target). However,
there may be instances of a discrepancy in valence in such
emotional transactions. For example, in the family context,
an agent (parent A) may engage in an action to improve the
feelings of the third party (e.g., purchasing a gift to the child)
so that this can infuriate the target (ex-partner/parent B)
through the action itself (indirect other-based interpersonal
ER; Cashmore & Parkinson, 2009) or by making the child
reject the target afterwards (direct other-based interpersonal
ER; Lowenstein, 2013). The opposite emotional trajectory is
also plausible. In the workplace, a middle-manager (agent)
may stress out workers of a company (third party) as the
agent anticipates this will please the CEO of the corpora-
tion (target) (indirect other-based interpersonal ER; Peyton,
2004). In the sports context, a coach (agent), noticing one of
the team players is ostracised, may decide to induce guilt in
the captain (third party) so that the captain can change their
behaviour towards the ostracised player (target) making the
target feel better and more integrated into the team (direct
other-based interpersonal ER; Bachand, 2017).

Motives As outlined in the previous sections, other-based
interpersonal ER can be driven by many different motives.
While in some instances these motives may signal selfish
reasons (solely the agent may benefit), there are other occa-
sions in which other-based interpersonal ER can be coop-
erative (i.e., both agent and target can benefit by attaining
a common goal) or altruistic (i.e., only the target benefits;
Tamir, 2015). Importantly, the same other-based interper-
sonal ER action can be done for very different motives. Our
initial example of a step-parent (agent) making the step-child
feel good (third party), so that this, in turn, can cheer up the
partner and parent of the child (target) might serve as an
illustration. The step-parent can do this action to attempt
to elicit a positive impression in their partner to enhance
their partner’s liking towards them (i.e., selfish or egoistic

motives; e.g., Ganong et al., 1999). Alternatively, the step-
parent may do that with the ultimate goal of fostering cohe-
sion in the family (i.e., cooperative motives; Barber & Bue-
hler, 1996). Selfish or egoistic motives can be understood as
manipulative or entailing malicious intentions, as the agent
is looking to obtain a personal benefit and the change of oth-
ers’ affect (even if positive) is done in an insincere manner
misleading both the third party and the target (e.g., Grieve,
2011). However, altruistic and cooperative motives are not
manipulative as the agent seeks the benefit of the target or
both rather than just personal gain, even if potentially in the
short-term there can be a potential disagreement about how
the agent wants the target to feel and how the target would
like to feel (Zaki, 2020). Motives are therefore independent
of the emotional valence (affect improvement/worsening).

Is it manipulation? The motives and intentions in other-
based interpersonal ER are helpful to distinguish this pro-
cess from other related processes such as manipulation. Psy-
chological manipulation emerges when there is a conflict of
interest between an agent (manipulator) and a target (manip-
ulation recipient; Buss, 1987) and the agent wants the target
to do something for them, act in a certain way, or change
their behaviour (Bliton & Pincus, 2020). This definition is
key to understanding the similarities and differences between
manipulation and other-based interpersonal ER. Some forms
of other-based interpersonal ER can overlap with manipula-
tion when (a) there is a conflict of interest between what the
agent wants the others to feel and how the third party and the
target would like to feel and (b) the intention of the agent is
insincere. However, there are instances in which other-based
is undertaken with sincere intentions. This happens when the
means are altruistic or cooperative and there is a match in
the ends, that is, what agents want targets to feel and what
targets want to feel align (even if it is only in the long-term).
In addition, while manipulation exclusively targets behav-
iour, other-based interpersonal ER is centered on changing
the emotional experience. While certainly emotions have an
impact on people’s behaviour (e.g., theory of planned behav-
iour, Ajzen, 2011), the ultimate goal of other-based inter-
personal ER is to affect the emotional experience (Niven,
2017) rather than changing the emotions to ultimately alter
someone’s behaviour as described in the manipulation lit-
erature (e.g., making someone feel guilty so that they can act
as we please). Another important element that distinguishes
other-based interpersonal ER from manipulation is that
while other-based interpersonal ER can be aimed at improv-
ing or worsening the third party’s and the target’s affect, in
manipulation the feelings of the target are almost always
worsened (Krause, 2012). While other-based interpersonal
affect worsening may share certain strategies with manipula-
tion (e.g., sulking to the target is called regression in Buss’
(1992) classification of manipulation strategies while in
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the interpersonal affect classification by Niven et al., 2009
is called rejection), other-based interpersonal ER may use
other adaptive strategies that do not feature in manipulation.
For example, affinity seeking and maintenance strategies in
the family context would involve active listening, validation,
or reassurance which do not feature as manipulation in any
of the available classifications (e.g., Apostolou, 2013; Buss,
1992; Overall et al., 2009). In sum, other-based interpersonal
ER differs from manipulation in regards to 1) aiming to
change the feelings of the target as the ultimate goal (rather
than their behaviour), 2) including not only affect worsening
but improving, 3) including a wider repertoire of strategies,
4) featuring social exchanges that go beyond dyadic interac-
tions as described in the manipulation literature (e.g., Apos-
tolou, 2013; Buss, 1992); and 5) not necessarily being driven
by insincere intentions and egoistic motives but altruistic
and/or cooperative.

Conditions that may trigger other-based
interpersonal ER and antecedents

Conditions We suggest that other-based interpersonal ER
is triggered by different conditions. First, this process may
happen when there is a physical barrier between the agent
and the target (e.g., Porter & Lopez-Angulo, 2022) which
may prevent the agent from directly changing the target’s
emotions. In these instances, the agent needs to first shift
a third party’s emotions so that this, in turn, affects the tar-
get (indirect other-based interpersonal ER). For example, if
a parent (agent) notices their child (target) is not happy at
school they cannot be in that context to change how their
child feels there (contextual barrier), so they may rely on
the teacher (third party) sharing their worries and potentially
making the teacher feel concerned so that the teacher can
make the child feel more comfortable and integrated into
the classroom.

Second, other-based interpersonal ER may also happen
when there is a psychological distance between the agent and
the target. This psychological distance might exist because
there is a lack of intimacy in the relationship, there might
be a power imbalance, as in the case between an employee
and a manager (Peyton, 2004), or when the target does not
have enough trust in the agent (Fransen et al., 2014). In fact,
the closeness between the agent and the target has been
described as a critical aspect for the success of self-based
interpersonal ER (Tanna & Maccann, 2023), making other-
based interpersonal ER a feasible alternative when closeness
between agent and target is low.

Third, this process may also happen when the agent per-
ceives other-based interpersonal ER to be the most success-
ful process to achieve the desired emotional effects on the
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target. For example, in instances of family abuse, the agent
(parent A, aggressor) could worsen directly the feelings of
the target (parent B, victim) but knows that making the third
party (the child) feel bad will cause more intense negative
emotions in the target (e.g., Bourget et al., 2007).

Finally, other-based interpersonal ER may also happen
when the agent might not want to take direct responsibil-
ity for changing the target’s emotions. For example, in an
organisational context, a worker (agent) might not want
to directly ostracise a work colleague (target) as the agent
may encounter a punishment for such actions (e.g., being
fired; Robinson & Schabram, 2019); hence, making other
colleagues (third party) feel resentment against the target
so that all can ostracise the target might be less risky for
the agent as it would allow diffusing personal responsibility
(Khan et al., 2023).

Antecedents. Engaging in interpersonal ER involves
thinking about what emotion the target should experience
in a particular context (Niven, 2017). Hence, to engage in
interpersonal ER agents need to be able to identify a poten-
tial discrepancy between the target’s current emotional state
and the desired emotional state they want to induce in the
target (Lopez-Pérez et al., 2016; Netzer et al., 2015). This
involves understanding that different situations may trig-
ger distinct emotions depending on how individuals may
appraise those contexts (e.g., Ellsworth, 2013; Kappas &
Descoteaux, 2003). Although most research has found that
emotion understanding (i.e., correctly identifying different
emotional states and their possible causes and consequences)
seems to be achieved by 5-6 years of age (e.g., Pons et al.,
2003) there is evidence that there are significant gains even
at 12 years of age (Kramer & Lagattuta, 2022). In addition,
other-based interpersonal ER involves agents considering
not only the emotions of the target but also the potential
effects of shaping a third party’s emotions. From a cogni-
tive perspective, this process involves a second- and even
a third-order theory of mind as the agent needs to consider
the emotional states of two different entities and whether
the third party’s emotions may have an effect on the target
(Westby & Robinson, 2014). From a developmental perspec-
tive, second- and third-order theory of mind are significantly
developed by 10 years of age (Osterhaus & Koerber, 2021;
Papera et al., 2019). Hence, it is probably not until late child-
hood that children can successfully undertake other-based
interpersonal ER. In fact, strategies of indirect relational
aggression that involve using others to harm the target (e.g.,
providing the agent false information about the target to
the third party so that they can in turn spread it and harm
the target), have only been documented from middle to late
childhood (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Dailey et al., 2015) sup-
porting the idea that a more advance form of theory of mind
might be needed to engage in some forms of other-based
interpersonal ER.
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Dynamic nature of the process

It is important to highlight that the different processes out-
lined so far (self- and other-based intra- and interpersonal
ER) are likely to co-occur or happen sequentially as ER
is a highly dynamic process (Gross, 2015). For example,
many processes of interpersonal ER (i.e., actions aimed
at changing others’ emotions) may take place because the
target decides to share their feelings with the agent in the
first instance (i.e., intrinsic interpersonal ER; Rimé et al.,
2020). Different studies have shown that approximately
90% of the time people talk about their emotions with oth-
ers after a significant emotional event (Rimé et al., 2009;
Schuster et al., 2001). Hence, it is likely that interper-
sonal ER may originate as a response to that emotional
dynamic. In addition, polyregulation (i.e., use of multiple
regulation strategies; Ford et al., 2019) may be possible
with two emotional processes (i.e., other-based intraper-
sonal ER and self-based interpersonal ER) taking place
one after the other or at the same time. In sequential pol-
yregulation, the agent may have attempted, for example,
self-based interpersonal ER without success so decides
to implement other-based interpersonal ER to change the
emotions of the target (e.g., parent A may have tried to
worsen the feelings of parent B without the expected suc-
cess so decides to worsen the feelings of the child as parent
A knows this will significantly harm parent B’s feelings;
Dallos & Vetere, 2011). In concurrent polyregulation, the
agent may decide to implement other-based interpersonal
ER while also undertaking self-based interpersonal ER to
potentially maximise the success of the regulatory effort
(Ford et al., 2019).

Concerning the number of different strategies used, pre-
vious research has demonstrated that using a large number
of regulatory strategies does not necessarily entail better
ER (e.g., Gruber et al., 2013) as it may involve negative
consequences for the agent (e.g., lower well-being) and
can undermine the social bond between the agent and the
target (e.g., Niven et al., 2012). In fact, prior literature
focused on self-based intrapersonal ER has highlighted
that if the agent engages in polyregulation without consid-
ering the efficacy of the regulation strategies the ER may
not work as expected (Ford et al., 2019).

Ending other-based interpersonal ER

In the emotional processes previously described, the agent
undertakes a concrete action anticipating that the target’s
affect will be shifted in a specific direction. However, pre-
vious research on self-based interpersonal ER has already

demonstrated that there can be a mismatch between the
agent and the target’s emotion goals or desired emotional
responses (Lopez-Pérez et al., 2017; Zaki, 2020). That is,
what the agent wants the target to feel does not neces-
sarily correspond to how the target actually wants to feel
or indeed feels in that situation. Hence, there might be
an unexpected emotional response from the target. Going
back to one of our previous examples, a middle manager
(agent) may stress out workers (third party) anticipating
this will please the CEO (target), however, this may not
be the case, if such practices go against the organizational
culture, upsetting the CEO instead (e.g., Kao et al., 2014).

Given that we are defining interpersonal ER as a goal-
directed process one important question is how the agent
can determine when other-based interpersonal ER has been
successful to stop the process. A simple answer is once the
agent perceives that the target is experiencing the emotion they
wanted to induce (Reeck et al., 2016). However, there may be
caveats to this assertion. First, the emotion goals that the agent
would like to induce in the third party and the target might
not match what the target wants to feel (Zaki, 2020). In those
instances, other-based interpersonal ER might be less likely
to succeed or may take several iterations to attain the desired
outcome. Second, the agent might experience a discrepancy in
the perceived and the attained emotional experience for both
the third party and the target. This happens when agents may
struggle to accurately identify how the third party and the tar-
get are feeling (Reeck et al., 2016). This might be particularly
relevant in individuals who have been described as exhibiting
difficulties in accurately identifying the emotions of others
either because they struggle to decode emotional expressions
(e.g., individuals with ASD; Rump et al., 2009) or because
they tend to misinterpret others’ intentions (e.g., individuals
with Borderline personality disorder; Mitchell et al., 2014). As
a consequence, the agent may stop before ER has happened
or continue the ER process unnecessarily. Finally, it might be
that the agent has to stop the process (before attaining ER) if
this entails negative consequences for them such as burnout
(Cohen & Arbel, 2020). In the same vein, agents can continue
other-based interpersonal ER if potentially the agent can feel
better after engaging in it (even if neither the third party nor
the target may need to have their emotions changed; see Zaki,
2020), as this was previously found in the prosocial behaviour
literature; where acting prosocially was positively linked to
higher levels of wellbeing (Zuffiano et al., 2018).

Contexts in which other-based interpersonal
ER might occur

Individual factors Personal characteristics can affect other-

based interpersonal ER. For example, people scoring
high in machiavellianism might be more likely to engage
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Psychological Processes that can be Studied as Other-based Interpersonal ER and Potential Overlaps with Manipulation

Insincere

Affinily seeking
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Emotional spillover

Affect
improvement

Sincere

Intentions

Relational aggression

Direct vicarious
violence E

Terrorism

Manipulation

ImpreSsion management

tional spillover

Intentions

Affect
worsening

Other-based interpersonal ER

Fig.2 Psychological processes that can be studied as other-based interpersonal ER and potential overlaps with manipulation

in other-based interpersonal affect worsening as they are
prone to emotional manipulation. Hence, those scoring high
in macheviallianism might be more inclined to engage in
other-based interpersonal ER for selfish motives and insin-
cere intentions and engaging in processes that may overalap
with manipulation (see Fig. 2). Additionally, people who
score high on cognitive empathy (i.e., the ability to adopt
other people’s perspectives; Davis, 1983) might be better at
other-based interpersonal ER as they may have the capacity
to understand better how the target and the third party might
be feeling (i.e., higher empathic accuracy; Zaki et al., 2008).
Another factor could be people’s regulatory self-efficacy
often considered a proxy of emotion regulation competence
(Caprara et al., 2008). On one hand, it could be theorised
that individuals with elevated levels of emotional regulatory
self-efficacy and who also use a broader array of regulatory
processes and strategies (e.g., Friesen et al., 2019) might
be inclined to engage in other-based interpersonal emotion
regulation. On the other hand, considering that other-based
interpersonal emotion regulation often involves indirect
and non-confrontational strategies where individuals may
avoid taking direct responsibility, it is plausible that this
approach is more prevalent among those with lower regula-
tory self-efficacy due to its connection with avoidance (e.g.,
De Castella et al., 2017). Therefore, future research could
investigate the specific conditions that may explain the link
between regulatory self-efficacy and other-based interper-
sonal ER.

Finally, considering the role of personality traits we
would expect agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism
to have unique associations with other-based interpersonal
ER depending on the situational conditions. If the aim is
to avoid personal responsibility (especially in instances
of affect worsening), we would expect individuals high in
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agreeableness and neuroticism to rely on other-based rather
than self-based processes. This is because individuals high
in agreeableness try to avoid personal conflict; in fact, they
have reported a lower tendency to engage in self-based affect
worsening (Austin & O’Donnell, 2013). Those high in neu-
roticism are characterised by avoidance-motivation (Liu
et al., 2013); hence, other-based would give them the pos-
sibility of avoiding confrontation with the target and diluting
the responsibility potentially through the third party (i.e.,
responsibility displacement and diffusion). Given that peo-
ple high in neuroticism try many self-based strategies when
not obtaining the desired effect immediately, it is expected
that they may be motivated to use other-based if self-based
interpersonal ER is not leading to the desired results (South-
ward et al., 2018). Finally, as extroverts are motivated to use
self-based interpersonal affect improvement and worsening
(Austin & O’Donnell, 2013; Lopez-Pérez et al., 2017), we
hypothesise that their use of other-based interpersonal ER
might be limited to instances where this process might be
more successful than self-based or there might be a barrier
that may prevent self-based interpersonal ER to be used, as
they have a readiness to use self-based processes.

Contextual factors Regarding context, we hypothesise that
culture can play a significant role given that culture shapes
how individuals emotionally respond to events (Kitayama
et al., 2000) which can result in ER differences (Mesquita,
2001). For instance, individuals from cultures that do not
value confrontation (i.e., a tendency to avoid conflict) might
be more likely to engage in other-based interpersonal ER,
especially when the aim is to worsen the feelings of the tar-
get as opposed to self-based interpersonal ER (Brett et al.,
2014). Besides culture, the specific setting where other-
based interpersonal ER may take place can also be relevant.



Motivation and Emotion

Previous research has shown that ER that takes place at
home allows more freedom in the implementation of ER
processes (Leidner, 1999). Hence, it is likely that individu-
als could engage equally in direct and indirect other-based
affect improvement and worsening, as evidenced in the fam-
ily dynamics literature (e.g., Gardner, 2002; Porter & Lopez-
Angulo, 2022). On the other hand, emotional neutrality is
normally encouraged in a workplace context (Lively, 2000).
Hence, people might be less likely to engage in other-based
affect worsening if negative repercussions can emerge from
those actions as compared to affect improvement (Robinson
& Schabram, 2019). Future research would benefit from
looking at whether the specific social setting can shape the
possible other-based interpersonal ER processes given that
the social situation has been proposed as a relevant variable
in the study of ER in general (English et al., 2016).

Clinical conditions Interpersonal functioning is affected in
many different clinical conditions. Hence, different forms
of other-based interpersonal ER might be more or less pre-
sent in individuals with certain conditions as compared to
healthy matched controls. For example, individuals diag-
nosed with personality disorders often exhibit intrapersonal
emotion dysregulation (Dimaggio et al., 2017) as well as
deficits in interpersonal functioning (Hengartner et al.,
2013). Therefore, it is likely that their interpersonal ER
might be impaired. Specifically, we would expect that indi-
viduals diagnosed with paranoid and borderline personality
disorder would be more prone to display other-based inter-
personal affect worsening when this process could harm the
target significantly more than self-based interpersonal affect
worsening. Both paranoid and borderline personality disor-
ders are characterised by a lack of trust in others as well as
a tendency for people to misinterpret others’ feelings and
actions which can lead them to display antisocial behaviours
against others to generate the most possible harm (Garofalo
et al., 2015).

On the other hand, we expect that individuals presenting
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) would engage in
other-based interpersonal ER less as compared to healthy
matched controls. Individuals with ASD are characterised by
presenting an impaired understanding of others’ emotions as
well as deficits in interpersonal functioning (e.g., Gillespie-
Smith et al., 2017; Travis & Sigman, 1998). Specifically, we
hypothesise that due to the difficulties individuals with ASD
experience engaging in second- and third-order theory of
mind (e.g., Livingston et al., 2018), they would find it more
difficult to display other-based interpersonal ER. Finally,
we also expect a potential lower engagement in other-based
interpersonal ER in individuals with Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), as they are characterised
by exhibiting challenges in social cognition and impaired

interpersonal functioning (e.g., Sibley et al., 2009). Hence,
investigating other-based interpersonal ER in the aforemen-
tioned clinical conditions could help to understand the extent
of the potential interpersonal challenges they experience.

Investigating other-based interpersonal ER

Motives and intentions The same other-based interpersonal
ER process can be undertaken with different motives and
intentions. For example, acting nicely towards a co-worker
(third party) to make the new manager (target) feel more
relaxed in the workplace can be done for egoistic (i.e.,
impression management; DuBrin, 2010), or cooperative
reasons (i.e., promoting an adequate emotional climate; Hér-
tel & Liu, 2012). Therefore, observational methods might
provide little information as to why people engage in other-
oriented interpersonal ER. Experiments similar to delegation
studies in economic game theory (Schotter et al., 2000) can
allow for investigating motives in other-based interpersonal
ER. Delegation studies include an agent, a third party, and
a target but it is only the third party who can liaise with the
target directly. Adapting those tasks including mood induc-
tions can help to understand agents’ motives in other-based
interpersonal ER. For example, by manipulating whether
the agent gets any reward for affecting the feelings of the
third party and the target we can investigate whether agents
are driven by selfish or altruistic motives. In the same vein,
manipulating the goal to fulfill (e.g., reaching an agreement
vs competing for resources) can help study affect improve-
ment and worsening, respectively (Lopez-Pérez et al., 2017;
Netzer et al., 2015). In addition, experimental paradigms
in which conditions (e.g., power imbalance, diffusion of
responsibility, or physical barrier between the agent and
the target) might be manipulated could provide information
about people's readiness to engage in other-based interper-
sonal ER. We would predict that particularly in instances
when a target is aiming to diffuse responsibility other-based
interpersonal ER might be preferable when aiming to worsen
the feelings of the third party and/or target and the motiva-
tion might be counter-hedonic (i.e., worsening the feelings
with the ultimate goal to harm the target).

Unpacking emotional dynamics To better understand
whether other-based interpersonal ER is taking place in
specific contexts the use of exponential random graph
models can be helpful. These statistical models analyse the
structure and dynamics of social networks. Applying these
techniques, it would be possible to identify the presence/
absence of edges (links between agent, third party, and tar-
get), the number of connections, and whether there are spe-
cific exchanges that can detect other-based interpersonal ER
dynamics by looking at the interaction between members
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grouped within a particular cluster (Robins, 2011). Impor-
tantly, these models can play a significant role in forecasting
the occurrence of such emotional dynamics (Lusher et al.,
2012). Such predictions can be especially valuable to prevent
those in which other-based interpersonal ER may be done to
damage the third party and the target.

Understanding emergence and development One of the
key variables to investigate how other-based interpersonal
ER develops is theory of mind (ToM). ToM is the ability to
attribute mental states (e.g., desires, beliefs) to others and
the self to explain behaviours (Sutton et al., 1999). ToM
can involve processes aimed at decoding and reasoning
about mental states (Sabbagh, 2004). More developed ToM
involves being capable of operating well in both levels (i.e.,
decoding and reasoning; Béez et al., 2014). Hence, one could
expect that more developed (second- and third-order) ToM
might be needed for other-based interpersonal ER to take
place since agents need to decode the feelings of the third
party and the target and reason about the potential effects
of their actions in both. Importantly, high levels of ToM are
linked not only to more prosocial behaviour (Watson et al.,
1999) but also to prosocial lying (Lee & Imuta, 2021) and
more relational aggression (Sutton et al., 1999). This would
give support to high levels of second- and third-order ToM
being needed when aiming to improve or worsen others’
(third party and target) feelings not only in a genuine way
but in an insincere, manipulative manner. Future research
could rely on experimental ToM tasks to evaluate whether
different motivated forms of other-based interpersonal ER
are more present as ToM develops. The administration of
ToM tasks could be accompanied by (a) scenarios to under-
stand how children reason about other-based interpersonal
ER in different contexts across different age groups (simi-
lar procedures have been used in developmental studies to
understand self-based interpersonal ER in social exclusion
contexts; Gummerum & Ldpez-Pérez, 2020), (b) peer nomi-
nation procedures to then apply exponential random graph
models to understand other-based interpersonal ER in the
classroom, or (c) ecological momentary assessments to
understand the antecents, frequency, and consequences of
other-based interpersonal ER in the family context (Smyth
& Heron, 2013). Using these procedures in clinical groups
could provide valuable information as to whether other-
based interpersonal ER is present at similar levels in clini-
cal and healthy controls. For example, a meta-analysis found
that patients with BPD experienced significant challenges
in reasoning about others’ emotions (Németh et al., 2018).
Hence, given that other-based interpersonal ER is hypoth-
esised to be linked to higher levels of ToM, we might predict
that other-based interpersonal ER might be different from
healthy controls (e.g., might be used less frequently and/or
with lower efficacy).
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Applications

Other-based interpersonal ER is ubiquitous. Studying dif-
ferent phenomena described in the literature under the
process of other-based interpersonal ER can help explain
emotional dynamics of different fields, helping to connect
findings across distinct disciplines (Table 2).

From a developmental perspective, family dynamics
including affinity seeking and maintaining strategies (e.g.,
Ganong & Coleman, 2017), triangulation (i.e., the involve-
ment of a third party to defuse dyadic conflict; e.g., Dallos
& Vetere, 2011), direct vicarious violence (i.e., aggression/
abuse to the child with the final aim to hurt the ex-partner;
e.g., Porter & Lopez-Angulo, 2022), emotional spillover
(e.g., Low et al., 2019), or abuse and aggression based on
retaliation (i.e., abuse to the child to take revenge of the ex-
partner, including in extreme cases filicide; e.g., Bourget
et al., 2007) can be studied considering not only the posi-
tive or negative act but the emotional processes linked to
those and, importantly, the motives and strategies that may
underline agents’ actions. This can help us better understand
those dynamics and plan appropriate interventions. In fact,
interventions focused on emotions are currently suggested
to counteract risk factors that may lead to negative family
dynamics such as in the case of triangulation (e.g., McCau-
ley & Fosco, 2021). Besides the family context, socio-emo-
tional dynamics in the peer groups can also be investigated
considering the process of other-based interpersonal ER. For
example, relational aggression in which an agent may use
rumour to separate the target (victim) from the third party
(groups of friends) by making the third party feel negative
about the target can be considered a form of direct other-
based interpersonal ER (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).

The sports context would also benefit from consider-
ing other-based interpersonal ER as emotional processes
are extremely relevant for team sports cohesion (e.g.,
Campo et al., 2019) as well as performance (e.g., Jekauc
et al., 2021). Previous research has mainly focused on the
emotional exchanges between an agent (e.g., coach) and a
target (e.g., the athlete/team) (e.g., Kim et al., 2021). How-
ever, the use of a third party to have the emotions of the
target changed might be particularly promising especially
when there is a gap (e.g., lack of trust, not enough inti-
macy, power imbalance) between the agent and the target.
For example, some of the literature has referred to captains
or assistant coaches (third party) as ‘sounding boards’ who
might be of help not only to listen to the concerns of the
team (target) but also to change the emotions of the play-
ers, especially when these have not enough trust/confi-
dence in the coach (agent) (e.g., McMorris & Hale, 2006).

Finally, from a social psychology stance, other-based
interpersonal ER can help explain different phenomena.
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Table 2 Examples of psychological processes that can be studied as other-based interpersonal ER

Clinical

Social/Political

Workplace

Romantic relationships Sports

Peers

Family

Influencers and Emotional

Positive impression Coach-team interac- Impression manage-

Impression manage-

Affect Improvement Affinity seeking and

marketing (e.g., Ki manipulation
et al., 2020)

ment and pleasing

tions (e.g., captains

management

ment in the class-
room (Brackett
etal., 2011)

maintaining strate-

strategies (Fisher,

2010)

and assistant coaches
as ‘sounding boards’;

(Barclay, 2010)
e.g., Kimetal.,

gies (e.g., Ganong &

Coleman, 2017)
Emotional spillover

2021; McMorris &

Hale, 2006)
Intimidation as games- Upwards bullying

(Low et al., 2019)

Machiavellianism

Terrorism

Relational aggression Jealousy-triggering

Vicarious violence

Affect Worsening

(Branch et al., 2021)

Ostracism

manship

actions (e.g. Ellis &
Weinstein, 1986)

(e.g., Crick & Grot-

peter, 1995)

(e.g., Porter &
Lépez-Angulo,

2022)
Triangulation (e.g.,

Dallos & Vetere,

2011)

For example, direct other-based interpersonal affect
improvement can be observed in current marketing trends
in which brands (agents) may purposefully send free prod-
ucts to influencers (third party) so that they can experience
positive emotions (e.g., De Veirman et al., 2017). They,
in turn, will shape potential consumers’ (target) attitudes
and emotions towards a specific brand or product (e.g., Ki
et al., 2020). This process is used as brands (agents) have
realized that by using influencers (third party) they can be
more successful in changing potential consumers’ (targets)
emotional responses and ultimately the buying behaviour,
as potential buyers may identify more with the third party
(e.g., Pop et al., 2021). Other-based interpersonal ER can
be particularly helpful in studying romantic relationship
dynamics. In the initial stages of a romantic relationship,
indirect other-based interpersonal affect improvement has
been described in the literature as impression management.
For example, it has been found that people (agent) may
decide to engage in prosocial actions towards a third party
in front of the prospective partner (target) so that the target
can feel good about the agent’s action and like them more
(e.g., Barclay, 2010). Indirect other-based affect worsening
has been documented as a strategy to generate jealousy in
the ex-partner (target) by for example observing the agent
having fun with a third party (e.g., Ellis & Weinstein,
1986). From a political psychology approach, other-based
interpersonal ER is present in many political conflicts and
even in terrorism. For instance, indirect other-based inter-
personal affect worsening can be observed when terrorists
(agents) may inflict violence or blackmail civilians (third
party) making them feel bad so that this can in turn make
a government (target) feel pressured and lead the terror-
ists (agents) to attain specific political goals (e.g., Ganor,
2004).

These processes are just some examples in which other-
based interpersonal ER can be observed. Studying social
and political processes under other-based interpersonal ER
can help to understand emotional dynamics in which a
third party can play a significant role in shaping the inter-
action between the agent and the target and importantly
identifying whether there are commonalities in regards to
factors that may lead to affect improvement and worsen-
ing. Overall, other-based interpersonal ER can be a useful
process to consider when trying to understand emotional
dynamics rather than exclusively changes in behaviours
as done in prior research. In addition, considering other-
based interpersonal ER gives scope to better understand
the motives and final intentions involved in those pro-
cesses shedding light on the similarities and differences
with other psychological processes such as manipulation
(Fig. 2).
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Final remarks

When investigating interpersonal ER it is important to con-
sider the distinction between self and others in the target of
the regulation process but also in the means to change the
emotions. We have outlined in this paper how this distinction
not only expands the current conceptualizations of interper-
sonal ER but also brings together concepts from different
disciplines that can be explained using the distinction of
direct and indirect other-based interpersonal ER. We hope
that the emotional processes proposed will not only move
the research agenda forward but will open a new venue to
better understand the complexity of ER taking place in social
interactions.
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