1) Check for updates

Empirical Research Paper

Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin

Motivational Intensity in s
° ° © 2024 by the Society for Personality
Emotion Regulation

and Social Psychology, Inc

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/01461672241273273
journals.sagepub.com/home/pspb

Tony Gutentag' (), Elise K. Kalokerinos?, Yael Millgram'?2, > Sage

Paul M. Garrett3, Rachel Sobel?, and Maya Tamir?

Abstract

Changing how we feel can be adaptive, but it is also difficult and may require effort. There is research on what people
want to achieve in emotion regulation (motivational content), but there is little research on how intensely people pursue
what they want to achieve (motivational intensity). We tested the role of motivational intensity in emotion regulation,
by assessing (Studies 1-2, Ns = 160 and 157) and manipulating (Study 3, N = 250) it in daily life. As predicted, when
people were more motivated to make themselves feel better, they engaged more intensely in emotion-regulatory behaviors,
experienced more desirable emotional experiences, and reported better psychological health. Furthermore, motivating
people to make themselves feel better, increased their emotion-regulatory behaviors and led to better psychological health

during COVID-19. Motivational intensity, therefore, may be an understudied factor facilitating emotional well-being.
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Emotion regulation is critical for psychological health (e.g.,
Gross et al., 2019). Research to date suggests that to regulate
emotions successfully, people need to use effective emotion
regulation strategies (e.g., cognitive reappraisal; Webb et al.,
2012) and to pursue adaptive emotion regulation goals (e.g.,
increase pleasant emotions; Gross, 2015). Yet, even when
people have access to emotion regulation strategies, they do
not always implement them (e.g., Suri et al., 2015). Why do
people refrain from using emotion regulation strategies, even
when they are accessible and even though they are capable of
doing so? We propose there is another factor underlying suc-
cess in emotion regulation—namely, motivational intensity
in emotion regulation. In this investigation, we tested whether
more intense motivation to pursue prohedonic emotion regu-
lation goals (i.e., decreasing unpleasant emotions or increas-
ing pleasant emotions) is associated with more intense
emotion-regulatory behavior, more successful emotion regu-
lation, and with better psychological health in daily life.

The Content and Intensity of
Motivation in Emotion Regulation

The motivational literature distinguishes between content
and intensity of motivation (Gollwitzer, 1990). Motivational
content refers to selecting a goal, such as the goal to stop
smoking. In the context of emotion regulation, motivational
content refers to selecting a goal, such as the goal to increase

happiness. Motivational content has received some atten-
tion in the emotion regulation literature, by focusing on
what people want to feel and why (for a review, see Tamir,
2016). Such research suggests, for instance, that sometimes
people want to experience emotions to optimize immediate
hedonic pleasure, and sometimes people want to experience
emotions to optimize other benefits, such as changing
behavior or promoting social relations (Tamir, 2016).
Motivational content in emotion regulation can differ
across people (e.g., Eldesouky & English, 2019) and con-
texts (e.g., Tamir et al., 2013).

Motivational intensity refers to the intensity with which
the goal is pursued (Gollwitzer, 1990). It explains why organ-
isms approach or avoid some outcomes more or less vigor-
ously (Wright, 1996), as well as effort mobilization in goal
pursuit (Richter et al., 2016). Motivational intensity can be
regarded as the momentary magnitude of motivational arousal
(Brehm & Self, 1989). The magnitude of motivational arousal
concerns the total amount of effort a person would make to
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satisfy a motive, and the intensity is the magnitude at a point
in time (Brehm & Self, 1989). Whereas motivational content
received attention in the emotion regulation literature, moti-
vational intensity has been largely overlooked. To try to
change something, people must first be sufficiently motivated
to change it (e.g., Kruglanski et al., 2014). Since emotion
regulation is motivationally driven (Tamir & Millgram,
2017), we propose that the intensity of emotion-regulatory
behavior and the likelihood of emotion regulation success
may depend on motivational intensity.

In nonemotion domains, greater motivational intensity
facilitates more intense goal-directed behavior (Brehm &
Self, 1989; Grahek et al., 2023; Inzlicht et al., 2018;
Kruglanski et al., 2002) and has been associated with bene-
ficial outcomes in a variety of domains, including the work-
place (e.g., Mathieu & Zajac, 1990), educational settings
(e.g., Hollenbeck et al., 1989), and consumer contexts (e.g.,
Zhang & Huang, 2010). Emotion regulation, however, is a
unique form of self-regulation (e.g., Tamir, 2021). In non-
emotion domains, emotions signal success or failure in self-
regulation tasks (Carver & Scheier, 1990) but only in
emotion regulation, emotions also serve as the target of
regulation. Thus, motivational intensity and effort in emo-
tion regulation may or may not operate in the same way as
in other domains (see Tamir, 2021). In fact, some consider
effort not beneficial and even detrimental to emotion regula-
tion (e.g., Mauss et al., 2007). For instance, participants who
were more motivated to increase happiness more (vs. less)
intensely were subsequently less happy following a happi-
ness induction (Mauss et al., 2011). Also, there is evidence
that certain emotion regulation strategies that require less
conscious effort may be particularly effective (e.g., Moser
et al., 2017). These findings demonstrate the importance of
understanding the role of motivational intensity in emotion
regulation, and of testing whether it can lead to greater suc-
cess. In light of the available research in other domains of
self-regulation, we propose that motivational intensity in
emotion regulation is generally associated with more intense
emotion-regulatory behavior and greater success in emotion
regulation.

First, we hypothesized that when people are more
intensely motivated to regulate their emotions, they would be
likely to engage in emotion-regulatory behaviors to a greater
extent. When people are more motivated to achieve a goal,
they invest more resources in behaviors required to pursue it
(e.g., Locke & Latham, 2013; Richter et al., 2016). Indeed,
people more motivated to decrease their unpleasant emotions
implemented emotion regulation strategies more overall
(Kaspi et al., 2024). Likewise, we expected greater motiva-
tional intensity to be associated with greater overall use of
emotion regulation strategies. To test whether motivational
intensity in emotion regulation increased the overall use of
emotion regulation strategies or the use of specific emotion
regulation strategies, we also checked associations between
motivational intensity and specific strategies.

As engaging in more emotion regulation can lead to suc-
cess (Mehta et al., 2020), more intense motivation to regulate
emotions should generally be associated with more success-
ful emotion regulation. Therefore, our second hypothesis
was that when people are more intensely motivated to regu-
late their emotions, they are likely to be more successful at
emotion regulation. Successful emotion regulation, in turn,
can promote psychological health (e.g., Troy & Mauss,
2011). Therefore, our third hypothesis was that when people
are more intensely motivated to regulate their emotions, they
will report better psychological health.

The Present Investigation

We tested associations between motivational intensity in emo-
tion regulation and emotion-regulatory behaviors, successful
emotion regulation, and psychological health in daily life. To
establish generalizability, we targeted motivational intensity in
general prohedonic emotion regulation (Study 1), motivational
intensity in decreasing a specific unpleasant emotion that peo-
ple often try to decrease in daily life (i.e., irritation; Study 2),
and motivational intensity in prohedonic emotion regulation,
involving either unpleasant or pleasant emotions (Study 3).

We assessed motivational intensity in emotion regulation
in daily life in healthy samples, as people dealt with naturally
occurring emotions. Examining emotion regulation in daily
life is critical to understanding and helping people cope with
real-world emotional challenges (Burr & Samanez-Larkin,
2020). We predicted that the more intensely motivated peo-
ple are to regulate their emotions, the more intensely they
would engage in emotion-regulatory behaviors, and the more
successful (Studies 1-3) and psychologically healthy
(Studies 2-3) they would be.

Study 1 was an experience-sampling study, targeting
fewer items at multiple time points to examine directional
associations. Study 2 used daily diaries, with more items but
fewer time points, including behavioral data. Participants
were offered daily tips on decreasing irritation, which they
could access (or not) of their own accord. Study 3 combined
experimental and daily diary methods to test the causal
effects of motivational intensity in emotion regulation on
emotion regulation success and psychological health during
COVID-19. Following existing operationalizations (e.g.,
Gutentag & Tamir, 2022; Klein et al., 2001), to measure
motivational intensity in emotion regulation, we focused on
self-reported effort in all three studies, but also measured
self-reported commitment (Studies 2-3), and self-reported
persistence (Study 2) in pursuing an emotion regulation goal.

People who experience more intense target emotions (i.e.,
have higher trait affect) may be more motivated to regulate
these emotions (Millgram et al., 2020). It might also be that
people who are better at pursuing goals, in general (i.e., have
higher self-control) are also more intensely motivated to pur-
sue emotion regulation goals (Paschke et al., 2016). To test
whether our effects are driven by trait affect or self-control,
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we assessed and controlled for these variables (trait affect in
all studies and self-control in Study 2). We also started to
explore the extent to which motivational intensity and moti-
vational content in emotion regulation are distinct (Studies
1-3). Finally, we controlled for demographic variables (age,
gender, social status), as they can potentially account for dif-
ferences in emotion goal pursuit (e.g., Kim et al., 2013).

Analyses Plan

All studies reported in this manuscript received ethics com-
mittee approval. We report how we determined our sample
sizes, data exclusions (if any), manipulations, and measures.
Data in all studies were collected as part of larger research
projects, designed to answer multiple research questions.
Below, we report on variables relevant to the current research
questions. The full list of variables is provided in the
Supplemental Materials.

All our analyses were conducted in R (v4.0.2). Data and
code are available on OSF (https://osf.i0o/3tqzu/?view_only=
d7e5b900779c40448b88ffeea5c55410). We ran multilevel
models (measurement occasions nested within participants)
using lme4 (Bates et al., 2015), with p values calculated
using ImerTest (Kuznetsova et al., 2013). We included ran-
dom intercepts and slopes, except where models would not
converge (see Results). Momentary predictors were person-
mean centered, so higher scores indicate higher levels of that
variable than one’s personal average. Person-level predictors
were grand-mean centered. Continuous variables were stan-
dardized after centering to facilitate convergence.

Study |

In Study 1, in an experience-sampling study, we tested
whether motivational intensity in prohedonic emotion regu-
lation predicts overall engagement in emotion-regulatory
behaviors (Hypothesis 1) and emotion regulation success
(Hypothesis 2) in daily life. Including multiple assessments
per day allowed us to test the directionality of our effects. We
expected greater motivational intensity to predict more desir-
able changes in emotional experiences (i.e., increasing pleas-
ant and decreasing unpleasant emotions). We did not expect
the reverse directional effects. Indeed, to the extent that
greater motivational intensity facilitates successful emotion
regulation, we might expect increases in positive (or less
negative) emotions to predict lower motivational intensity.
We expected results to persist when controlling for motiva-
tional content, trait affect, and demographic variables.

Methods

Participants. We tested 160 participants (M, = 28.62,SD,,,
= 9.94; 79% female). Thirteen additional participants were
excluded because they did not engage in prohedonic regula-
tion during the study. Four participants stopped the study

early, and their data were included until their stopping point.
Participants were compensated with course credit or up to
$45 AUD ($34.75 USD) in GiftPay vouchers. A power anal-
ysis using G*Power 3.0 (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that a
sample of 146 is required to detect a small-medium effect at
the between-person level (» = .23, Klein et al., 1999; 1-f =
.80; o = .05). To account for attrition, we increased the sam-
ple size by 10%.

We omitted 0.02% of items where participants responded
faster than 650 ms (Geeraerts & Kuppens, 2020). Because
we were interested only in situations in which people tried to
regulate their emotions to feel better, we included only mea-
surements where people tried to regulate their emotions
(37.3% of occasions) in a prohedonic direction (95.5% of
regulation occasions). This resulted in 2,463 measurement
occasions.

Materials

Emotional Experiences. Participants rated their current
experience of several emotions, in a randomized order (0
= not at all; 100 = very much; Kalokerinos et al., 2019),
including pleasant emotions (happy, calm, hopeful; @, ccn
= 94,  ;, = -75),' and unpleasant emotions (anxious,
stressed, sad, angry; o, .., = -93, Oyipin = -77)-

Motivational Intensity in Emotion Regulation. Participants
rated how much effort they exerted to regulate their emo-
tions since the last survey (0 = no effort at all; 100 = a lot
of effort). We only analyzed instances in which participants
reported they tried to regulate their emotions in a prohedonic

direction.

Emotion-Regulatory Behaviors: Overall Strategy Use and Use
of Specific Strategies. Participants indicated which strategies
they used to regulate their emotions since the last survey.
Strategies include cognitive reappraisal, rumination, dis-
traction, expressive suppression, social sharing, acceptance,
other, and none (1 = strategy used, 0 = strategy not used,
See wording of strategies in all studies in the Supplemen-
tal Materials). To compute overall strategy use, we summed
across them.

Motivational Content. Participants rated (0 = not at all; 100
= very much) how much they wanted to experience pleasant
emotions (i.c., happy, calm, hopeful; @, cen = 92, Oyipin
= .51) and unpleasant emotions (anxious, stressed, sad, and
angry; Opuween = 935 Oinin = -00), in a randomized order.

Trait Affect. To assess trait negative affect, participants
rated their agreement (1 = disagree strongly; 5 = agree
strongly) with 12 items from the BFI-2 negative emotional-
ity subscale (Soto & John, 2017; o = .89). To assess trait
pleasant affect, participants rated their agreement with four
items from the BFI-2 energy level subscale (Soto & John,
2017; o = .63).
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (Studies 1-3).

Study | Study 2 Study 3

Within- Between- Within-  Between- Within-  Between-
Variable MM  person SD person SD ICC M  person SD person SD ICC M person SD person SD ICC
Motivational intensity® 48.53 18.21 18.1 46 395 1.02 1.35 .53 400 087 1.37 .61
Emotional experiences
Unpleasant emotions®  23.73 12.46 1426 .50 19.89 15.11 16.04 37 224 0.54 0.88 .57
Pleasant emotions 58.05 13.18 18.02 .6l - - - - 4.41 0.65 1.19 .67
Emotion-regulatory behaviors
Overall strategy use® 1.65 0.72 072 44 21.59 5.02 7.21 .58 2922 447 8.09 .68
Emotion regulation tips - - - - 4457 19.47 19.70 38 - - - -
Life satisfaction - - - - 5.00 0.45 1.52 85 474 085 1.4 .59
Psychological well-being - - - - 4.06 0.38 1.33 85 470 075 1.23 61
Depressive symptoms - - - - - - - - 276 083 1.54 .62
Loneliness - - - - - - - - 2.83 0.76 1.68 .70

Notes. ICC = intraclass correlation, which reflects the proportion of variance at the between-person level. ICCs and within-person SDs are only

calculated for momentary variables.

*Motivational intensity scale is measured on a 0100 scale in Study |, and 1-7 in Studies 2-3. ® Unpleasant emotions in Study 2 is the experience of
irritation. © Overall strategy use in Study | was measured by counting the number of strategies used (out of seven strategies), and in Studies 2-3 by
summing the overall intensity of using each strategy (six strategies were included in Study 2 and eight strategies in Study 3).

Procedure. Participants installed an experience-sampling app
(SEMA3; Koval et al., 2019) and completed the baseline
questionnaire, assessing demographics and trait affect.
SEMA3 sent eight surveys per day for the next 7 days. Wak-
ing hours (10:00-20:00) were divided into eight windows.
Participants received prompts at a random time within the
first 45 minutes of each window, with at least 30 minutes
between prompts and 20 minutes to complete surveys.

Upon being prompted, participants rated their emotional
experiences, motivational content, and motivational inten-
sity. Participants also indicated whether (yes/no) they regu-
lated their emotions since the last survey, and if so, whether
they increased or maintained pleasant emotions, decreased
unpleasant emotions, increased or maintained unpleasant
emotions, or decreased pleasant emotions. Then, participants
indicated their emotion regulation strategy use.

Results

Descriptive Statistics. Descriptive statistics for this and subse-
quent studies appear in Table 1, and correlations between
key variables appear in the Supplemental Materials.

Emotion-Regulatory Behaviors: Overall Strategy Use and Use of
Specific Strategies. We ran a multilevel model to test whether
motivational intensity was associated with using emotion
regulation strategies, controlling for emotion regulation
strategy use on the previous day.? As predicted, at timepoints
when people were more intensely motivated to make them-
selves feel better, they used more emotion regulation strate-
gies overall. When examining the use of specific emotion
regulation strategies, we found that more intense prohedonic

motivation in emotion regulation was associated with a
greater likelihood of using cognitive reappraisal and accep-
tance but was unrelated to rumination, distraction, expres-
sive suppression, and social sharing (see Table 2).

Emotion Regulation Success. We ran a multilevel model to test
associations between motivational intensity and pleasant
emotions, controlling for pleasant emotions at the previous
timepoint to model changes in pleasant emotions across
time. We ran a second parallel model for unpleasant emo-
tions. We used motivational intensity at the current time
point as it was assessed with reference to the period since the
last survey, whereas emotional experience was assessed with
reference to the current timepoint. As predicted and shown in
Figure 1, motivational intensity was associated with greater
emotion regulation success, as indicated by increased pleas-
ant emotions (estimate [SE] = 0.08 [0.03], 95% confidence
interval [CI] [0.03, 0.14], p = .004). However, it was not
associated with decreased unpleasant emotions (estimate
[SE] = —0.01 [0.03], 95% CI [-0.06, 0.04], p = .648).

To test the alternative possibility that pleasant emotions
subsequent increased motivational intensity in emotion regu-
lation, we ran models that tested the reverse direction.
Increases in pleasant emotions were associated with weaker
motivational intensity, estimate [SE] = —0.06 [0.03], 95% CI
[-0.11, —0.00], p = .038. Unpleasant emotions were unre-
lated to subsequent changes in motivational intensity in emo-
tion regulation (estimate [SE] = 0.04 [0.02], 95% CI [-0.01,
0.09], p = .101). These findings support our hypothesis that
greater motivational intensity in prohedonic emotion regula-
tion prospectively predicts more pleasant emotions, but not
the other way around.
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Figure |. The Association Between Motivational Intensity in
Emotion Regulation and Pleasant Emotions (Study ).

Note. To aid in interpretability, we plot the unstandardized effects.
Shading represents the 95% confidence interval, and the scatterplot
represents the momentary observations.

Intensity Versus Content of Motivation in Emotion Regula-
tion. We tested associations between motivational content at
the previous time-point (because the item was referring to
the present moment) and motivational intensity at the current
time-point (item referring to the period since the last assess-
ment). Motivational intensity in emotion regulation was not
significantly associated with motivational content (p = .473).
We also tested the association between motivational content
and motivational intensity at the current time-point. The two
were again not significantly associated (p = .141). This indi-
cates that what people want to feel was distinct from how
intensely motivated they were to regulate their emotions.

Controls. All of the results reported above did not change
when controlling for daily motivational content, trait affect,
and demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, social status;
see Supplemental Materials).* There was one exception. Spe-
cifically, when including control variables, more intense
motivation in prohedonic emotion regulation was associated
with a greater likelihood of using social sharing.*

Discussion

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, greater motivational intensity
in prohedonic emotion regulation predicted more intense
emotion-regulatory behavior overall (i.e., using more emo-
tion regulation strategies). Greater motivational intensity
was associated with using strategies that are more likely to
decrease unpleasant emotions or increase pleasant emotions
(i.e., cognitive reappraisal, acceptance), but not strategies
that often fail to show such associations (e.g., rumination,
expressive suppression). This could mean that motivational
intensity leads people to select specific strategies (e.g.,

cognitive reappraisal), or that it increases the likelihood of
implementing strategies that can help them achieve their
goals. We continued to test these possibilities in Studies 2-3.

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, greater motivational inten-
sity in prohedonic emotion regulation predicted more suc-
cessful emotion regulation, as expressed by increases in
pleasant emotions. In contrast, greater increases in pleasant
emotions predicted less-motivational intensity in emotion
regulation. These findings are consistent with our direction
hypothesis that motivational intensity facilitates emotion
regulation success, which should then decrease motivational
intensity. These findings are also consistent with the coasting
hypothesis, according to which pleasant emotions signal
self-regulation success and hence decrease motivational
intensity (Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998; Thiirmer et al.,
2020).

Contrary to our predictions, greater increases in motiva-
tional intensity in prohedonic emotion regulation did not pre-
dict decreases in unpleasant emotions, nor did greater
increases in unpleasant emotions predict changes in motiva-
tional intensity in emotion regulation. This might be because
our measure of motivational intensity in prohedonic emotion
regulation combined both pleasant and unpleasant emotions,
or because levels of overall unpleasant emotions were rela-
tively low in the sample. We tried to address these possibili-
ties in the next studies.

We also obtained some support for the distinction between
motivational intensity and motivational content in prohe-
donic emotion regulation. What people wanted to feel was
distinct from how intensely motivated they were to achieve
it. Furthermore, motivational content in emotion regulation
did not account for our findings, nor did trait affect and
demographic variables.

Study 2

Study 2 extended Study 1 in several respects. First, Study 2
was based on a daily diary protocol, allowing us to include a
multi-item measure of motivational intensity that taps effort,
commitment, and persistence (see Gutentag & Tamir, 2022).
Second, in Study 1, we targeted a general prohedonic goal in
daily life and found that motivational intensity was associ-
ated with changes in pleasant, but not unpleasant emotions.
In Study 2, to test the specificity of our effects, we targeted
motivational intensity in regulating a specific unpleasant
emotion—namely, decreasing irritation. We targeted irrita-
tion because a pilot study (N = 176) indicated that partici-
pants are generally motivated to decrease irritation in daily
life (M =3.85, SD = 1.94; on a 7-point scale, | = not at all,
7 = very much).

Third, we used two measures of regulatory behavior to
strengthen our construct validity. In Study 1, we counted the
overall number of emotion regulation strategies used. Using
more strategies indicates more intense emotion-regulatory
behaviors, although people may also use many strategies but
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to a small extent. Therefore, in Studies 2—3, we measured the
intensity with which each strategy was implemented, and
summed across strategies to capture the overall intensity of
strategy use. Second, in Study 2, we also used a behavioral
measure to assess emotion-regulatory behavior. Participants
were offered daily tips on how to decrease irritation, which
they could choose whether to access or not.

We expected more intense motivation in emotion regula-
tion to predict greater overall use of emotion regulation strat-
egies and a greater likelihood of accessing daily tips on
effective regulation (Hypothesis 1). We further expected
more intense motivation to predict greater success in decreas-
ing irritation (Hypothesis 2). Finally, in Study 2, we also
tested whether more intense motivation predicts better psy-
chological health (Hypothesis 3). We expected results to per-
sist when controlling for motivational content, trait affect,
self-control, and demographics.

Methods

Participants. We recruited 157 participants through Prolific
(Mage = 36.15, SD,,, = 11.75; 74.5% female). Nine addi-
tional participants were excluded, because they completed
50% or less of assessments. Participants received up to $9.57
USD for participation. Sample size was determined as in

Study 1.

Materials

Irritation Experience. Participants rated how much they felt
various emotions (0 = not at all; 100 = very much), includ-
ing irritated and annoyed (., on = -99, O yipin = -84).

Motivational Intensity in Emotion Regulation. Participants
rated agreement (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
with items regarding daily effort (“I exerted effort to decrease
my irritation today”’), commitment (“I was strongly commit-
ted to trying to feel less irritated today”), and persistence
(“T persisted in trying to decrease my irritation today”) in
decreasing irritation (®p, e, = -97, ® = .83).

within

Emotion-Regulatory Behaviors

Overall Strategy Use and Use of Specific Strategies. At
baseline, participants indicated their use of strategies to
decrease irritation (1 = I do not do this at all; 7 = I do this
very much; Kalokerinos et al., 2019). Strategies included
cognitive reappraisal, rumination, distraction, expressive
suppression (as in Study 1), situation modification, and
influencing the body. In the daily assessments, participants
rated the same items, referring to that day. To estimate the
total extent to which people used emotion regulation strate-
gies, we summed across the different strategies (see Kaspi
et al., 2024).

Tip Reading. Each day, we tracked whether participants
accessed the daily tip online (0 = no; 1 = yes).

Psychological Health. Participants rated their life satisfac-
tion and psychological well-being. To assess life satisfac-
tion, participants completed the Satisfaction with Life scale
(Diener et al., 1985) at baseline (1 = strongly disagree; 7 =
strongly agree; oo = .93). In the daily assessments, partici-
pants rated agreement with the item: “I am satisfied with my
life” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). To assess
psychological well-being, participants completed the Ryff
(1989) scale of Psychological Well-being at baseline (1 =
strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree; o. = .84). In the daily
assessments, participants rated agreement with the item:
“Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not
one of them” (1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree).

Motivational Content. At baseline, participants rated (1 =
not at all; 7 = very much) how desirable it is for them to
decrease their level of irritation and to what extent they want
to decrease their level of irritation (a0 = .72).

Trait Affect. Participants indicated (0 = not at all; 100 =
very much) how irritated and annoyed they felt, in general
(o0 = .94).

Self-Control. Participants completed the Self-control scale
(Tangney et al., 2004), rating how much each of 13 items
(e.g., “I am good at resisting temptation”) characterize them
(1 = not at ally 5 = very much; o. = .86).

Procedure. The study included a baseline assessment, seven
daily diaries, and a summary assessment. At baseline, partici-
pants rated their trait irritation, emotion regulation strategy use
in the past week, self-control, life satisfaction, psychological
well-being, motivational content, and demographics. Over 7
days at noon, participants could choose whether or not to
access a daily tip on how to decrease irritation. Participants
were e-mailed the daily survey at 19:00 and could complete it
by noon the following day. In the daily assessments, partici-
pants rated their emotional experiences, motivational intensity
to decrease irritation, use of strategies to regulate irritation,
and daily life satisfaction and psychological well-being.

Results

Emotion-Regulatory Behaviors

Overall Strategy Use and Use of Specific Strategies. We
ran a multilevel model, controlling for emotion regulation
strategy use at baseline, and emotion regulation strategy use
on the previous day.> As predicted, when people were more
intensely motivated to decrease irritation, they used emotion
regulation strategies more. When examining specific strate-
gies, more intense motivation was associated with all strate-
gies, except rumination (Table 2).

Tip Reading. We ran a logistic multilevel model to test
whether motivational intensity predicted tip access (0 = not
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Figure 2. The Association Between Motivational Intensity to
Decrease Irritation and Experienced Irritation (Study 2).

Note. To aid in interpretability, we plot the unstandardized effects.
Shading represents the 95% confidence interval, and the scatterplot
represents the momentary observations.

accessed; 1 = accessed), controlling for tip access on the
previous day.® As predicted, the more motivated people were
to decrease irritation, the more likely they were to access tips
on how to decrease irritation (odds ratio[SE] = 1.25 [0.11],
95% CI[1.04, 1.49], p = .016).

Emotion Regulation Success. We ran a multilevel model, with
motivational intensity predicting experience of irritation,
controlling for irritation on the previous day and at baseline.
As predicted and shown in Figure 2, motivational intensity
was associated with greater success in emotion regulation,
indicated by decreased irritation (estimate [SE] = —0.07
[0.03], 95% CI [-0.14, —0.01], p = .034).

Psychological Health. We ran two multilevel models, testing
associations between motivational intensity and life satisfac-
tion or psychological well-being, controlling for the outcome
on the previous day and at baseline.” As predicted, the more
motivated people were to decrease irritation, the more satis-
fied they were with their lives (estimate [SE] = 0.06 [0.02],
95% CI [0.03, 0.10], p < .001). Motivational intensity was
not associated with psychological well-being (p = .212).

Controls. All of the results reported above persisted when
controlling for baseline motivational content, trait affect,
self-control, and demographic variables (i.e., age, gender,
social status; see Supplemental Materials).®®

Discussion

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, more intense motivation to
decrease irritation in daily life was associated with increased

engagement in emotion-regulatory behaviors. This was indi-
cated by using emotion regulation strategies more and being
more likely to access tips on decreasing irritation. More
intense motivation was associated with using all strategies
more, except for rumination. This might be because rumina-
tion is expected to increase emotional intensity, rather than
decrease it (Millgram et al., 2019). Overall, these findings
support our hypothesis that motivational intensity to decrease
irritation increases the likelihood of engaging in goal-condu-
cive behaviors.

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, greater motivational inten-
sity in decreasing irritation was associated with more suc-
cessful emotion regulation, as indicated by lower levels of
irritation in daily life. Finally, consistent with Hypothesis 3,
greater motivational intensity was associated with greater
life satisfaction. Contrary to our prediction, motivational
intensity was not associated with psychological well-being.
This might be because motivational intensity may be associ-
ated with psychological outcomes that are emotional in
nature. Whereas life satisfaction is associated with hedonic
experiences (Diener et al., 1985), psychological well-being
is associated with more eudaimonic experiences (Ryff,
1989).

Study 3

Whereas Studies 1-2 were correlational, Study 3 combined
experimental and daily diary methods. This offered us the
benefits of experimental design, while allowing us to study
motivational intensity as it occurs outside the lab. In Study 3,
we focused on motivational intensity in decreasing unpleas-
ant emotions and increasing pleasant emotions. We tested
whether we could facilitate emotion regulation success dur-
ing COVID-19 by increasing motivational intensity.
Participants in the experimental conditions were encouraged
to try to either persist in decreasing their unpleasant emo-
tions (experimental condition 1) or persist in increasing their
pleasant emotions (experimental condition 2) during the fol-
lowing week. Participants in the active control condition
were told that we were testing a new app. Participants in all
conditions received reminders of the goal allocated to them
three times a day.

Because our manipulation referred explicitly to persis-
tence, to minimize experimental demand, we omitted the
self-reported persistence item from our motivational inten-
sity measure used in Study 2, and included only items for
effort and commitment. In addition, we assessed motiva-
tional intensity in decreasing unpleasant emotions and in
increasing pleasant emotions, separately.

We expected participants in the two experimental condi-
tions (Vvs. active control condition) to engage in more intense
emotion-regulatory behaviors (Hypothesis 1), be more suc-
cessful at regulating emotions (Hypothesis 2), and have bet-
ter psychological health (Hypothesis 3) in their daily lives. In
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addition to satisfaction with life and psychological well-
being assessed in Study 2, we also included indices of
depressive symptoms and loneliness, which were generally
more intense during COVID-19 (Bartoszek et al., 2020). We
expected results to persist when controlling for motivational
content, trait affect, demographics, and COVID-19 impact.

Methods

Participants. We recruited 250 participants through Prolific
(M, = 3221, 8D, = 11.13; 50% female). Participants
received up to £5.16 ($10.65) for participation. A power
analysis using G*Power 3.0 (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that
a sample of 246 was required to detect a small-medium effect
size (f = .20) in a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA;

1-B = .80, a = .05).

Materials

Emotional Experiences. In the daily assessments, partici-
pants indicated how they felt (1 = not at all; 7 = very much),
with reference to their experiences that day by rating sets of
three unpleasant (e.g., sad, downhearted, unhappy; ®, . ccn
= 94, 0,4, = -82) and three pleasant (e.g., joyful, glad,
happy; ®.ween = 97> Oiin = -86) emotion terms from the
Modified Differential Emotion Scale (mDES; Fredrickson
etal., 2003).

Motivational Intensity in Emotion Regulation. At baseline,
participants rated (1 = not at all; 7 = very much) how
committed they were, and how much effort they invested,
to decrease unpleasant emotions or to increase pleasant
emotions during the past week. Because our manipulation
referred explicitly to persistence, we omitted the persistence
item from our measure, to decrease experimental demand.
We averaged across items for decreasing unpleasant (o =.84)
and increasing pleasant (o0 = .90) emotions. In the daily
assessments, participants rated how committed they were to
changing their emotions and how much effort they invested
in doing so that day (©,,cen = 98, Oiin = -82)-

Emotion-Regulatory Behaviors: Overall Strategy Use and
Use of Specific Strategies. Participants rated how much (1
= [ did not do this at all; 7 = I did this very much) they
used emotion regulation strategies to regulate their emotions
that day. Strategies included cognitive reappraisal, rumina-
tion, distraction, expressive suppression (as in Studies 1-2),
influencing the body (as in Study 2), situation selection,
seeking social support, and expressing pleasant emotions.
Overall emotion regulation strategy use was computed as in
Study 2. Psychological Health. Participants rated their life
satisfaction and psychological well-being, loneliness, and
depressive symptoms. To assess life satisfaction, partici-
pants completed the Satisfaction with Life scale at baseline
(Diener et al., 1985; a = .90). In the daily assessments, par-
ticipants rated their agreement (1 = strongly disagree; 7 =
strongly agree) with the item: “Today, I was satisfied with

my life.” To assess psychological well-being, participants
completed the Psychological Well-being scale at baseline
(Ryff, 1989; a. = .85). In the daily assessments, participants
rated their agreement (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly
agree) with three items: “Today, I had a sense of direction
and purpose in life,” “Today, I felt I was in charge of the situ-
ation in which I live,” and “Today I felt disappointed about
my achievements (reverse-coded)” (®p,peen = 085 Oyighin
= .91). To assess loneliness, participants rated their agree-
ment (0 = completely disagree; 8 = completely agree) with
eight items of the short-revised University of California Los
Angeles (UCLA) Loneliness Scale (e.g., “I lack companion-
ship™) at baseline (Russell et al., 1980; o = .86). In the daily
assessments, participants rated their agreement (1 = strongly
disagree; 7 = strongly agree) with the item: “Today, I felt
lonely.” To assess depressive symptoms, participants rated
the frequency (1 = rarely or none of the time; 4 = most or
all of the time) of 10 symptoms in the short Center for Epi-
demiologic Studies Depression scale (CES-D; e.g., “I felt
depressed”) at baseline, referring to the past week (Radloff,
1977; oo = .90). In the daily assessments, participants rated
their agreement (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
with the item: “Today, I felt depressed.”

Motivational Content. At baseline, participants indicated
how often (1 = never; 4 = most of the time) they wanted
to experience various emotions in the past week, including
pleasant emotions (i.e., contentment, affection, excitement,
curiosity, interest, relief, passion, calmness, trust, empathy,
pride, relaxation, compassion, enthusiasm, love; oo = .93),
and unpleasant emotions (i.e., fear, anxiety, hostility, hatred,
contempt, anger, sadness, nervousness, despair, depression,
stress; o0 = .94).

Trait Affect. At baseline, participants indicated how they
felt (1 = not at all; 7 = very much) in the past week, by
rating the same sets of three unpleasant (oo = .89) and three
pleasant (oo = .92) emotion terms from the mDES (Fredrick-
son et al., 2003) used in the daily assessment to assess emo-
tional experiences.

COVID-19 Impact. Participants indicated how much dif-
ferent domains were negatively impacted by COVID-19 (0
= not applicable; 1 = not at all; 7 = very much). Domains
included professional achievements, education, income,
financial situation, relationship with romantic partner, rela-
tionship with children, relationship with parents, relationship
with extended family, relationship with friends, relationships
with work colleagues, physical health, and psychological
well-being (o0 = .81).

Procedure. At baseline, participants rated trait affect, subjec-
tive COVID-19 impact, depressive symptoms, life satisfac-
tion and psychological well-being, loneliness, motivational
content, and demographics. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of the two motivational intensity conditions
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or the control condition, and underwent the manipulation. In
the experimental conditions, we told participants that they
should try to decrease unpleasant (or increase pleasant) emo-
tions in their daily life. They were told that they will receive
reminders three times a day to help them persist in decreas-
ing their unpleasant (or increasing their pleasant emotions).
In the control condition, we told participants that we were
testing a smartphone app for future studies, and therefore,
they will receive notifications three times daily (see Supple-
mental Materials). Over the next 4 days, participants received
daily reminders (e.g., “We’d like to remind you that you
should try to decrease your negative emotions”; see Supple-
mental Materials). Participants were sent the daily survey at
19:00, and could complete it by 23:59. In the daily assess-
ments, participants rated their emotional experiences, life
satisfaction and psychological well-being, loneliness,
depressive symptoms, motivational intensity in emotion reg-
ulation, and emotion regulation strategy use.

Results

The two experimental conditions generally did not differ, so
we combined the two. We report all direct comparisons
between the conditions in Supplemental Materials.

Manipulation Check. We ran a multilevel model, predicting
motivational intensity in emotion regulation from condition
(experimental conditions vs. control), using control as the
reference variable (so positive numbers indicate higher
scores in the experimental condition). As expected, motiva-
tional intensity in emotion regulation was higher in the
experimental conditions, relative to control (estimate [SE] =
0.51[0.11], 95% C1[0.29, 0.73], p < .001).

Emotion-Regulatory Behaviors: Overall Strategy Use and Use of
Specific Strategies. To test whether increasing motivational
intensity led people to use emotion regulation strategies
more, we ran a multilevel model predicting emotion regula-
tion strategy use from condition, controlling for emotion
regulation strategy use on the previous day.'® As predicted,
people in the experimental (vs. control) conditions, who
were more intensely motivated to regulate their emotions,
were likely to use emotion regulation strategies more. With
respect to specific strategies, we found that motivational
intensity increased the use of all strategies, except for rumi-
nation (Table 2).

Emotion Regulation Success. We ran two multilevel models,
predicting daily pleasant or unpleasant emotions from condi-
tions, controlling for baseline levels of the outcome. As pre-
dicted, people in the experimental conditions, who were
more intensely motivated to regulate emotions (vs. not),
experienced more pleasant emotions (estimate [SE] = 0.26
[0.08], 95% CI [0.10, 0.42], p < .001) and less unpleasant

emotions (estimate [SE] = —0.21 [0.08], 95% CI [-0.37,
—0.04], p = .014) in daily life.

Psychological Health. We ran four multilevel models, predict-
ing life satisfaction and psychological well-being, depressive
symptoms, and loneliness, controlling for baseline levels of
the outcome. As predicted, participants more intensely moti-
vated to regulate their emotions (vs. not) experienced greater
life satisfaction (estimate [SE] = 0.24 [0.09], 95% CI [0.06,
0.42], p = .008), higher psychological well-being (estimate
[SE] = 0.25[0.09], 95% CI[0.08, 0.41], p = .005), less lone-
liness (estimate [SE] = —0.21 [0.08], 95% CI [-0.38, —0.05],
p = .010), and less depressive symptoms (estimate
[SE]=—0.29 [0.09], 95% CI [-0.46, —0.11], p = .001).

Controls. All of the results reported above persisted when
controlling for baseline motivational content, trait affect,
demographics (i.e., age, gender, social status), and COVID-
19 impact (see Supplemental Materials) (See Note 10).

Discussion

By motivating people to invest in decreasing unpleasant
emotions or increasing pleasant emotions in daily life, we
increased active engagement in emotion-regulatory behav-
iors (consistent with Hypothesis 1), improved daily emo-
tional experiences (consistent with Hypothesis 2), increased
well-being, and decreased loneliness and depressive symp-
toms (consistent with Hypothesis 3). Replicating the pattern
found in Study 2, but providing support for a causal effect,
increasing motivation intensity increased all emotion-regula-
tory behavior, except rumination.

To increase motivational intensity in emotion regulation,
we motivated people to persist in pursuing an emotion regu-
lation goal for a week. We believe it is unlikely our effects
were driven by experimental demand, given that people
reported on personal experiences in real life as they unfolded
over time, and given that we assessed both proximal (i.e.,
effort in emotion regulation) and distal (e.g., loneliness) out-
comes, and the latter effects are less likely influenced by
demand. Nonetheless, future studies could use manipulations
that target motivational intensity more directly, such as offer-
ing rewards for goal attainment.

General Discussion

Our studies show that more intense motivation in emotion
regulation can promote successful emotion regulation.
Hence, to predict success in emotion regulation, it may be
important to consider how intensely motivated people are to
regulate. Greater motivational intensity in prohedonic emo-
tion regulation predicted (Studies 1-2) and led (Study 3) to
more engagement in prohedonic emotion-regulatory behav-
iors (supporting Hypothesis 1), greater prohedonic emotion
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regulation success (supporting Hypothesis 2), and better psy-
chological outcomes (supporting Hypothesis 3). Emotion-
regulatory behaviors were assessed by having people report
on their emotion regulation strategy use (Studies 1-3), and
with a behavioral index (Study 2). These patterns were repli-
cated using experience-sampling (Study 1), daily diary
(Studies 2-3), and experimental (Study 3) designs. These
effects could not be attributed to trait affect, self-control,
demographics, and COVID-19 impact. We also found initial
support for the distinction between motivational content and
intensity in emotion regulation.

Theoretical and Applied Implications

This investigation is among the first to identify motivational
intensity in emotion regulation as a critical factor in success-
ful emotion regulation. Given the importance of successful
emotion regulation for psychological health (e.g., Gross
etal., 2019), it is crucial to understand the factors that propel
people to act in ways that can change how they feel. Here, we
provide evidence for motivational intensity in emotion regu-
lation as such a factor. Furthermore, we show that by increas-
ing motivational intensity in emotion regulation, it might be
possible to propel people to engage in emotion-regulatory
behaviors more intensely, increasing the likelihood of suc-
cess and facilitating well-being.

People who were more motivated to regulate emotions
engaged in more intense regulatory behavior, as reflected in
more intense emotion-regulatory behaviors, across emotion
regulation strategies. It appears that motivational intensity
propels people to engage in any strategy that is likely to help
them achieve their goal (e.g., cognitive reappraisal, but not
rumination). When testing specific strategies in Studies 2
and 3, motivational intensity was related to the use of all
emotion regulation strategies, except for rumination. In
Study 1, motivational intensity was related to using more
cognitive reappraisal and acceptance. Given that rumination
is expected to increase emotional intensity (Millgram et al.,
2019), it is not surprising that more intense motivation to
decrease emotional intensity was unrelated to using rumina-
tion in all three studies. The differences among studies, espe-
cially between Study 1 and Studies 2-3, may be driven by
differences in temporal sensitivity (hours in Study 1 and days
in Studies 2 and 3), measurement of strategy use (binary in
Study 1, continuous in Studies 2—-3), and/or affect specificity
(pleasant vs. unpleasant affect in Study 1, irritation in Study
2, pleasant or unpleasant emotions in Study 3).

Successful emotion regulation is important for well-being
(Gross et al., 2019), but often hard to achieve. This investiga-
tion demonstrates that how intensely motivated people are to
regulate emotions can determine the intensity of their emo-
tion-regulatory behaviors, how successful they are in regu-
lating their emotions, and their psychological health. This
has direct implications for interventions designed to promote

successful emotion regulation and well-being. Such inter-
ventions should potentially target motivational intensity. At
least sometimes and for some people, motivating them to
regulate their emotions may help them feel better.

Limitations and Future Directions

We assessed emotion regulation as people experienced emo-
tions in response to personally relevant events, and enjoyed
the benefits of successful emotion regulation or suffered the
repercussions of failure. In doing so, we showed that motiva-
tional intensity in emotion regulation matters in ecologically
valid settings. Real life, however, can be messy, and so our
effect sizes were generally small. Nevertheless, the fact that
our effects were consistent across studies, and that our
manipulation in Study 3 shifted emotional and psychological
experiences even during stressful times, suggest that motiva-
tional intensity in emotion regulation plays an important
role. Future research could complement our findings by test-
ing our hypotheses in more controlled laboratory studies.
Future research could also extend our investigation by test-
ing motivational intensity in emotion regulation involving
contra-hedonic emotion regulation goals. Also, future
research could use more nuanced manipulations of motiva-
tional intensity in emotion regulation, to test its unique
effects on psychological health. These and other future stud-
ies should be preregistered.

We began to tease apart motivational content and inten-
sity in emotion regulation. However, our measures of moti-
vational intensity and motivational content were not always
comparable. In Study 1, we asked about different (albeit
overlapping) emotion goals, and in Studies 2 and 3, these
constructs were measured at different timepoints. Future
research should further test the distinction between motiva-
tional content and intensity in emotion regulation.

We expected and found that motivational intensity in
emotion regulation promotes success. However, the relation-
ship between motivational intensity in emotion regulation
and success may not be linear. There might be cases where
motivational intensity is unrelated or even detrimental to
emotion regulation success (see Mauss et al., 2007; Tamir,
2021). Although we did not find evidence for nonlinear
effects, such effects may exist in more diverse samples.
Future research could examine when or for whom motiva-
tional intensity in emotion regulation is (or is not) likely to
promote success and why.

We examined emotion regulation in a community sample
of adults, assessing relatively moderate motivational inten-
sity, as people struggled with daily emotional challenges.
Future research should test our predictions in clinical popu-
lations or during stressful times (e.g., war time). Future
research could also test the implications of motivational
intensity in emotion regulation over longer periods. Testing
the long-term effects of motivational intensity in emotion
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regulation may be important in populations struggling with
chronic emotion regulation challenges, such as people suf-
fering from affective disorders (e.g., Liu & Thompson, 2017)
or health care professionals (e.g., Nunes et al., 2011).

To the best of our knowledge, this is one of the few inves-
tigations that directly assessed and manipulated motivational
intensity in emotion regulation and demonstrated its poten-
tial beneficial effects. Although our experimental manipula-
tion in Study 3 was proven useful, future research could use
other manipulations of motivational intensity in emotion
regulation.

Finally, emotion regulation goals operate within a
broader goal system (see Tamir & Millgram, 2017), where
goals are ordered hierarchically (Carver & Scheier, 2000).
An emotion regulation goal (e.g., increase calmness) can
serve as means to attain higher-order goals (e.g., feel good),
and can be subserved by lower-order goals (e.g., listen to
relaxing music). The present investigation examined moti-
vational intensity in pursuing specific prohedonic emotion
regulation goals, without considering potential competing
or complementary goals. However, at any given moment,
people pursue many emotion and nonemotion goals (Ford
et al., 2019). What determines how intensely motivated
people are to an emotion regulation goal when it competes
with other goals? What happens when such goals conflict?
Understanding motivational intensity in emotion regulation
in the context of other goal pursuits is an important chal-
lenge for future research.

Conclusion

Identifying factors that shape successful emotion regulation
is crucial for psychological health. This investigation sug-
gests that one overlooked factor is how motivated people are
to regulate emotions. We demonstrated that motivational
intensity in emotion regulation might facilitate emotion-
regulatory behaviors, increase emotion regulation success,
and promote psychological health. Thus, to optimize emo-
tion regulation, it may be important to motivate people to
just do it.
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Notes

1. For momentary variables, we report a within-person index of
reliability o ..., and a between-person index of reliability
Opoween (G€ldhof et al., 2014).

2. To enable convergence, we removed the following random
effects: person-mean centered motivational intensity from the
cognitive reappraisal and person-mean centered lagged outcome
from the acceptance and rumination models.

3. To enable convergence, we removed the following random
effects: person-mean centered trait effect from all models, per-
son-mean centered motivational intensity from the cognitive
reappraisal, acceptance, and suppression models, and person-
mean centered lagged outcome from the rumination model.

4. We also tested for nonlinear effects. These effects were not sig-
nificant, excluding one exception. A significant quadratic effect
emerged for distraction, such that when motivational intensity
was extremely high or low, participants used less distraction.

5. To enable convergence, we removed the random effects of per-
son-mean centered lagged outcome from the distraction model.

6. We ran an intercept-only model, as it did not converge with ran-
dom effects.
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7. To enable convergence, we removed the random effect of the
person-mean centered lagged outcome from the psychological
well-being model.

8. To enable convergence, we removed the following random
effects: person-mean centered lagged outcome from the mod-
els testing overall strategy use, distraction, and psychological
well-being, and ran an intercept-only model when predicting tip
reading.

9. We found no evidence for nonlinear effects.

10.To enable convergence, we ran an intercept-only model for
overall strategy use, situation selection, distraction, rumination,
and expressive suppression.
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