
This article was published in an Elsevier journal. The attached copy
is furnished to the author for non-commercial research and

education use, including for instruction at the author’s institution,
sharing with colleagues and providing to institution administration.

Other uses, including reproduction and distribution, or selling or
licensing copies, or posting to personal, institutional or third party

websites are prohibited.

In most cases authors are permitted to post their version of the
article (e.g. in Word or Tex form) to their personal website or
institutional repository. Authors requiring further information

regarding Elsevier’s archiving and manuscript policies are
encouraged to visit:

http://www.elsevier.com/copyright

http://www.elsevier.com/copyright


Author's personal copy

Social Anxiety and Positive Emotions: A Prospective Examination
of a Self-Regulatory Model With Tendencies to Suppress or

Express Emotions as a Moderating Variable

Todd B. Kashdan, William E. Breen
George Mason University

The purpose of the present study was to examine social
anxiety as a predictor of positive emotions using a short-term
prospective design. We examined whether the effects of social
anxiety on positive emotions are moderated by tendencies to
openly express or supress emotions. Over the course of a 3-
month interval, people with excessive social anxiety endorsed
stable, low levels of positive emotions. In addition, people
with low social anxiety who frequently display their emotions
openly, whether negative or positive, reported the greatest
increases in positive emotions. Similar results were found
when using a measure of emotion suppression (low social
anxiety and less tendency to rely on these types of regulatory
acts led to the greatest positive emotions). These social anxiety
main and interactive effects could not be attributed to
depressive symptoms. Our findings suggest that relations
between social anxiety and positive emotional experiences
over time are best understood in the context of meaningful
individual differences such as affect regulatory strategies.

ENGAGING IN VARIOUS TYPES of social activities
and feeling a sense of connectedness with others is
one of the most important mechanisms in the

promotion of psychological, social, and physical
well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; House,
Landis, & Umberson, 1988). Excessive fear and
avoidance of interacting with other people because
of concerns about being evaluated leads to less
social activity and connectedness than desired
(Baumeister & Tice, 1990). People with excessive
social anxiety have been shown to have poor
relationships or a relative absence of social connec-
tions (Alden & Taylor, 2004; Wittchen & Beloch,
1996). The conflict (whether real or imagined)
between wanting to connect with others and form
satisfying relationships but being unable to do so
might erode opportunities for positive experiences.
In addition, devoting extensive time and effort to
avoidance behaviors and attempts to regulate or
conceal anxious feelings may reduce a person's life
space and the ability to be fully present during
potentially enjoyable activities (e.g., Clark &Wells,
1995; Leary & Kowalski, 1995).
For over a decade, theory and data have suggested

that elevated negative affect is a common character-
istic of anxiety and depression, whereas diminished
positive affect is specific to depression (and not a
feature of anxiety; Burns & Eidelson, 1998; Clark,
Steer, & Beck, 1994; Clark & Watson, 1991;
Davidson, 1994; Watson et al., 1995). However,
more recent work challenges the specificity of dimi-
nished positive experiences to depression and suggests
that this same affective profile is consistent with social
anxiety (T. Brown, Chorpita, & Barlow, 1998;
Kashdan, 2007; Kashdan & Steger, 2006; Watson,
Clark, & Carey, 1988). Based on 17 studies, a recent
meta-analysis (Kashdan, 2007) revealed that excessive
social anxiety has a reliable, moderate inverse relation
with positive emotions and curiosity even after
statistically controlling for variance attributable to
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depressive symptoms and disorders. This is a useful
starting point; however, there is reason to believe that
dispositional social anxiety may operate synergisti-
cally with ways in which people attend to, regulate,
express, and accept emotional experiences (Eifert &
Forsyth, 2005; Hayes, Luoma, Bond, Masuda, &
Lillis, 2006). Specifically, excessive social anxiety
may become particularly problematic in the presence
of chronic, rigid tendencies to manage and conceal
emotional experiences and the situations that elicit
them. Socially anxious people are confronted with
approach-avoidance conflicts between the desire to
make a good impression and be accepted by others
and beliefs that (a) rejection is highly probable and
costly, (b) socializing will cause unwanted, negatively
evaluated, thoughts, feelings, and sensations, and (c)
concealing emotional experiences and inhibiting
emotional expressions will render them more
socially attractive (e.g., less vulnerable) and minimize
negative social outcomes such as rejection. For these
individuals, limited self-regulatory resources (e.g.,
physical stamina, cognitive processing capacity) may
be overexerted and depleted by chronic attempts to
avoid anxious feelings and conceal their expression
(Muraven & Baumeister, 2000; Vohs, Baumeister, &
Ciarocco, 2005).
We consider this a “joint vulnerability” model

such that excessive social anxiety and habitual
attempts to suppress emotional experiences are pro-
posed to be a “toxic” combination. When people
purposely try to inhibit ongoing anxious responses
(e.g., negatively evaluated thoughts), they tend to
experience a rebound effect or increase in the exact
responses that are trying to be avoided (e.g., Behar,
Vescio, & Borkovec, 2005; Harris, 2001; Wegner,
Schneider, Carter, & White, 1987). Although the
strategic suppression of emotional experiences does
not appear to reduce negative emotions, there is
evidence that this process dampens or diminishes
positive emotions (Gross & Levenson, 1997;
Strack, Martin, & Stepper, 1988). The deleterious
consequences of suppressing emotional experience
and expression are expected to be amplified for
people experiencing intense and frequent social
anxiety.
Consider the romantically single, socially anxious

adult who is conflicted about attending a party.
Although the person may be excited and curious
about the possibility of sharing experiences, laugh-
ing, flirting, and maybe even finding a romantic
partner, he or she may also be burdened with
unwanted anxious thoughts, feelings, and bodily
sensations stemming from the anticipated threat of
being ignored or rejected by others. If he or she
avoids the party (or attends but withdraws into a
corner, etc.), then he or she not only reinforces

effortful avoidance as a strategy to limit contact
with anxious thoughts, feelings, and sensations, but
also drifts further away from the possibility of social
connectedness. Being in a prevention mode such
that one avoids social interactions, acts innocuously,
or tries to suppress thoughts, words, or behavioral
intentions serves the purpose of preventing immi-
nent rejection (e.g., Arkin, 1981; Clark & Wells,
1995). However, there are several response costs
related to effortful attempts to control social anxiety
and engaging in safety behaviors that include being
inordinately self-focused and inauthentic, feeling
regret and pain associated with unsatisfied social
curiosity, and minimizing the possibility of feeling a
sense of social belonging or generating intimacy
Additionally, an extreme focus on controlling and
concealing frequent and intense feelings of anxiety
would drain and deplete emotional and physical
resources, leaving limited resources available for
completing the task at hand (e.g., maintaining a
conversation).
Data suggest that people with excessive social

anxiety are more likely to control and suppress their
thoughts and inhibit the expression of positive and
negative emotions than their less anxious peers (e.g.,
Fehm & Margraf, 2002; Kashdan & Steger, 2006;
Turk, Heimberg, Luterek, Mennin, & Fresco,
2005). Yet, people with excessive social anxiety
vary in their tolerance of distress and situations that
might elicit strong emotional reactions (e.g., Nezlek
& Leary, 2002). It is hypothesized that people who
make life choices with the function of avoiding and
concealing anxiety establish a behavioral pattern
that interferes with progress toward other valued
life goals (e.g., feeling close and connected to others
and sharing in positive events) and that leads to a
more insulated and depleted existence (i.e., life in a
social cocoon).
Though there are few empirical tests of this joint

vulnerability model, the initial evidence is suppor-
tive (Feldner, Zvolensky, Stickle, Bonn-Miller, &
Leen-Feldner, 2006; Vujanovic, Zvolensky, Bern-
stein, Feldner, & McLeish, 2007). However, only
one study has focused on the interactive effect of
social anxiety and tendencies to conceal emotions
on positive emotions and events (Kashdan& Steger,
2006). Social anxiety was measured on the disposi-
tional and daily level, a measure of emotion
suppression was used to assess the unwillingness
to express emotions freely, and positive experiences
and events were measured on a daily basis for 3
weeks. Social anxiety was associated with less daily
positive emotions and curiosity and fewer everyday
positive events. These findings remained significant
even after controlling for global negative affect and
depressive symptoms (with the exception of positive
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events).1 Supporting our conceptual framework on
the cost of being unwilling to experience and express
emotions freely, emotion suppression moderated
relations between social anxiety and positive
experiences and events. Among people defined as
socially anxious, the least number of positive events
was reported on days when they felt particularly
socially anxious and tended to inflexibly suppress
emotions. Thus, the pernicious impact of social
anxiety on positive experiences and events appears
to be exacerbated by chronic and inflexible attempts
to suppress emotional experiences, supporting a
joint vulnerability model of psychopathology.
As a complement to the joint vulnerability model,

it appears that the relative absence of social anxiety
may not be sufficient for a high frequency of
enjoyable or meaningful experiences. As such,
greater tendencies to accept and openly express
emotions are proposed to be the critical element
leading less socially anxious individuals to increased
positive psychological functioning (Hayes, Wilson,
Gifford, Follette, & Strosahl, 1996; Hayes et al.,
2006). In the study by Kashdan and Steger (2006),
people reported the greatest number of positive
events on days when they felt less socially anxious
and did not attempt to hide or suppress their
emotions. That is, experiencing the greatest fre-
quency of positive events in everyday life was a
function of low social anxiety and a greater
willingness to accept, tolerate, and express emotions
as they naturally arise. These data provide pre-
liminary evidence for an interactive model of
thriving within the context of social anxiety and
emotion regulation.
Less socially anxious individuals are expected to

report more frequent and intense positive emotions
than their more anxious peers. Theoretically, greater
tendencies to express and outwardly display emo-
tions should enhance the sensitivity to and savoring
of positive life events. By openly expressing and
sharing positive feelings with others, positive events
and their mood-boosting effects can be prolonged.
Accepting and openly expressing positive emotions
serves the function of clearly delineating pleasurable
andmeaningful events (Langston, 1994). In turn, this
process leads to more organized positive memories
that can be more easily retrieved, savored, and

strategically used to sustain or enhance positive
emotions. There are also social benefits of sharing
positive events with others. Shared positive events
can be attributed to the relationship itself and thereby
strengthen social bonds (Aron, Norman, Aron,
McKenna, & Heyman, 2000). Also, sharing infor-
mation about positive personal events can enhance
meaningful connectionswith others (e.g., discovering
commonalities) and increase intimacy. People with
less social anxietywho express their emotions openly
activate these positive psychological processes (e.g.,
savoring, capitalization) with the likely consequence
of having more frequent and intense positive emo-
tions over time. Inhibiting the expression of emotions
disrupts these processes and may result in a plateau
or erosion of positive emotions over time.

The Current Study
Thiswas the first study to use a short-termprospective
design to examine the effects of social anxiety and
emotion regulation variables onpositive emotions.We
hypothesized that tendencies to suppress emotions
would moderate any prospective relations between
social anxiety and positive emotions. People with
excessive social anxiety who suppress or hide their
emotions were expected to experience the greatest
erosion in positive emotional experiences over time.
Alternatively, social anxiety might have a stable,
inverse relation with positive emotions. Impairment
may be a function of adopting an avoidance-based
lifestyle that reduces opportunities for positive experi-
ences and social connectedness. This avoidance-based
lifestyle may be adopted early in life and thereby lead
to stable, low levels of pleasure, engagement, and
meaning in life (without continual erosion). As a
complementary interactive model, we hypothesized
that less socially anxious people who tolerate and
express their emotions openly would show the great-
est increases in positive emotions over time.
We also examined whether emotion suppression

and expression are distinct or best understood as
endpoints on a single continuum. Expressive sup-
pression has been defined as strategic attempts to
intentionally disrupt or minimize emotional experi-
ence and expression (Gross, 1998; Gross & John,
2003). This is considered a response-focused strategy
because it is employed when emotions are active to
modulate subjective, behavioral, and physiological
responses. Whether intentionally used or activated
automatically, people who are less emotionally
expressive appear to conceal or hide ongoing
emotional experiences. Experimental and correla-
tional studies support the convergence of these
constructs (see Gross & John, 2003, and John &
Gross, 2004, for reviews). However, people who are
less apt to suppress emotions are not inherently more

1Relations between social anxiety and daily curiosity were not
reported in the article (Kashdan&Steger, 2006). Thus, to be specific,
after grand centering predictors, trait social anxiety was negatively
related to daily curiosity and exploratory behavior, b=−.11, t(95)=
−3.21, pb .005, even after controlling for global negative affect, b=
−.10, t(94)=−2.48, pb .05, and depressive symptoms, b=−.08,
t(94)=−2.15, pb .05. In contrast, after controlling for trait social
anxiety, global negative affect and depressive symptoms failed to
significantly predict daily curiosity.
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willing to express and outwardly display their
emotions in different situations. In response to this
theorizing, we empirically evaluated the indepen-
dence of emotion suppression and expression as a
precursor to testing moderation hypotheses.
Few studies exist on the differential effects of

regulating negative compared to positive emotions.
Whereas strategic attempts to suppress negative emo-
tions has been shown to amplify negative emotions
(e.g., Behar et al., 2005; Feldner, Zvolensky, Eifert, &
Spira, 2003), suppressing positive emotions has been
shown to dampen positive emotions (Gross & John,
2003; Gross & Levenson, 1993, 1997). Other work
suggests that people who are more outwardly
expressive of both positive and negative emotions
derivemore interpersonal benefits than less expressive
peers. Both positive and negative emotions serve as
ways to signal and respond to other people (Frijda,
1986). Problems are not due merely to levels of
emotional expression but may arise from extreme
ratios of negative to positive emotion expression,
nonresponsiveness to distress communicated by
partners, and negative emotional reactions to part-
ners' negative affect (e.g., Cartensen, Gottman, &
Levenson, 1995; Levenson & Gottman, 1985).
Although being more expressive appears to be
beneficial in some contexts, the effects of emotional
expression may be compromised for people with
excessive social anxiety burdened by frequent and
intense negative emotions and thoughts (e.g., rumi-
nating about social events and anticipatory anxiety).
There is preliminary support for this interactive effect
on relationship outcomes (e.g., Kashdan, Volkmann,
Breen, & Han, 2007).
In sum, the current study examined temporal

relations between social anxiety and positive
emotions and the possible moderating influences
of emotion suppression and expression.

Method
participants

Participants were undergraduate students enrolled in
psychology courses at a large, public, Mid-Atlantic
university. Students received research credit for their
participation and were required to complete an initial
survey and 3-month follow-up survey to receive full
course credit.
Participants in the current examination were

individuals who completed both waves of data
(initial survey and 3-month follow-up). At Time 1
(T1), a total of 148 individuals participated. At Time
2 (T2), 145 of the individuals from T1 completed the
3-month follow-up survey (98% retention rate). The
T2 sample was comprised of 109 women (75.2%)
and 36 men (24.8%). The majority were Caucasian

(69%), with the remaining participants defining
themselves as Hispanic/Hispanic-American (6.3%),
Asian/Asian-American (5.6%), Middle-Eastern
(5.6%), African-American (3.5%), Mixed or Other
(7.7%), and 2.1% providing no response. Partici-
pants' ages ranged from 18 to 46 years, with a mean
of 23.18 (SD=6.08). Participants in the current study
constitute a subsample of a larger research project.

procedure

Participants completed a confidential Internet-based
survey and were not asked to provide information
that could identify them (i.e., names, birthdates). At
T1, all participants completed several different
predictor andoutcomequestionnaires (seeMeasures)
and gave consent to be contacted for future studies.
Three months later, at T2, participants were con-
tacted via email and provided with a Web link to
access the follow-up survey. The T2 survey was
comprised of the same predictor and outcome
questionnaires found in the T1 survey.
The Internet survey company (PsychData) used

for data collection maintains the highest security
standards, including encrypted data transfer, pass-
word-required access to data, and a secure survey
environment (answers are written on a secure server
with no traces on individual computers and
individual IP addresses were not collected).

Measures
predictor questionnaires

Trait social anxiety. The 19-item Social Interac-
tion Anxiety Scale (SIAS; Mattick & Clarke, 1998)
assesses tendencies to be fearful and avoidant of
social situations basedon concerns related to possible
negative evaluation and rejection. Responses are
provided using a 5-point Likert scale, rated from 0
(not at all) to 4 (extremely). The SIAS demonstrates
internal consistency (α=.88–.94) and stability across
a 4-week period of time (r=.92; Mattick & Clarke,
1998) and reliably differentiates between individuals
diagnosed with social anxiety disorder and other
anxiety disorders (E. Brown et al., 1997) as well as
nonclinical controls (Heimberg, Mueller, Holt,
Hope, & Liebowitz, 1992). The SIAS has also
demonstrated adequate sensitivity (.93) and specifi-
city (.60) in previous research (Peters, 2000).

Depressive symptoms. The 21-item Beck Depres-
sion Inventory-II (BDI-II; Beck, Steer, & Brown,
1996) assesses the severity of depressive symptoms.
Responses are provided using a 4-point Likert scale,
with higher scores representing more severe depres-
sive symptoms. In previous research, the BDI-II
demonstrated excellent internal validity (α=.93 for
university sample) and 1-week test-retest reliability
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(r=.93; Beck et al., 1996) and reliably distinguished
between clinical and nonclinical samples (Sprinkle et
al., 2002).

Trait emotion suppression. The 10-item Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John,
2003) measures different ways that individuals tend
to manage their emotions. In the current study, only
the 4-item Emotion Suppression Subscale of the
ERQ was used. The Suppression Subscale assesses
tendencies to inhibit or conceal the expression of
emotions being experienced (items included: “When
I am feeling positive emotions, I am careful not to
express them”; “I control my emotions by not
expressing them”; “When I am feeling negative
emotions, I make sure not to express them”; and “I
keep my emotions to myself”). Responses are
provided using a 7-point Likert scale; rated from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The ERQ
Suppression Subscale has demonstrated acceptable
internal reliability (α=.73) and 3-month test-retest
reliability (r= .69) in five previous studies using
college samples (Gross & John, 2003).

Trait emotion expressiveness. The 16-item Berke-
ley Expressivity Questionnaire (BEQ; Gross & John,
1995) assesses individual differences in the willingness
to accept and openly express emotion experiences.
The BEQ consists of three subscales that measure the
tendency to express positive emotions, the tendency to
express negative emotions, and the intensity of
impulses to express emotions. Responses are provided
using a 7-point Likert scale, rated from 1 (strongly
agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). In this study, we used
the positive and negative expressivity subscales.
Sample items from the Positive Expressivity Subscale
include, “Whenever I feel positive emotions, people
can easily see exactly what I am feeling” and “I laugh
out loud when someone tells me a joke that I think is
funny.” Sample items from the Negative Expressivity

Subscale include,“It is difficult forme to hidemy fear”
and “No matter how nervous or upset I am, I tend to
keep a calm exterior.”The BEQPositive andNegative
Expressivity subscales have been used in several
previous studies with college-aged samples and
demonstrate adequate internal consistency (α=.71
and .72, respectively) and 2-month test-retest relia-
bility (r=.78 and .71, respectively; Gross & John,
1995, 1997).

Positive emotions. The 20-item trait version of
the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS;
Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) assesses two
distinct dimensions of general emotions. The 10-
item Positive Affect Subscale assesses activated
positive emotions (e.g., excited, joy) and the 10-
item Negative Affect Subscale assesses activated
negative emotions (e.g., anxious, jittery). Responses
are provided using a 5-point Likert scale and
participants are asked how they generally feel,
rated from 1 (very slightly) to 5 (extremely). The
PANAS is one of the most widely used measures of
positive and negative emotions. The PANAS has
demonstrated consistent independence between the
two affect subscales as well as excellent psycho-
metric properties (Watson, 2000).

Results
preliminary analyses

Means, standard deviations, and alpha coefficients
for all scales at T1 and T2 are reported in Table 1.
All scales had acceptable internal consistency.
Participants' average social anxiety scores at T1
(M=23.31; SD=13.83) were similar to other large
nonclinical samples (Heimberg et al., 1992;Mattick
& Clarke, 1998) and scores at least one standard
deviation above the mean were similar to clinical
samples (E. Brown et al., 1997).

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, Internal Consistency Coefficients for, and Zero-Order Relations Between All Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. T1 SIAS – .85⁎⁎⁎ −.41⁎⁎⁎ −.30⁎⁎⁎ .30⁎⁎⁎ −.11 −.13 .49⁎⁎⁎
2. T2 SIAS – – −.35⁎⁎⁎ −.38⁎⁎⁎ .27⁎⁎ −.15 −.11 .44⁎⁎⁎
3. T1 PA – – – .61⁎⁎⁎ −.18⁎ −.25⁎⁎ −.03 −.60⁎⁎⁎
4. T2 PA – – – – −.18⁎ −.21⁎ .08 −.43⁎⁎⁎
5. T1 Suppression – – – – – −.53⁎⁎⁎ −.60⁎⁎⁎ .24⁎⁎
6. T1 BEQ-positive – – – – – – .52⁎⁎⁎ −.12
7. T1 BEQ-negative – – – – – – .03 –
8. T1 BDI-II – – – – – – – –
M 23.31 21.49 33.68 34.23 12.74 21.95 23.58 11.96
SD 13.83 12.47 6.37 6.89 4.89 4.14 6.85 9.46
α .86 .86 .85 .87 .74 .74 .76 .90

Note. ⁎pb .05. ⁎⁎pb .01. ⁎⁎⁎pb .001. All p-values were two-tailed. T1=Time 1; T2=Time 2; SIAS=Social Interaction Anxiety Scale;
PA=Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, Positive Affect subscale; BEQ-positive=Berkeley Expressivity Questionnaire–Positive
Expression Subscale; BEQ-negative=Berkeley Expressivity Questionnaire–Negative Expression Subscale; BDI-II=Beck Depression
Inventory–II.
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We examined the level of independence between
emotion suppression and tendencies to express
negative and positive emotions. Zero-order correla-
tions are reported inTable 1. A principal components
exploratory factor analysiswith an oblique (promax)
rotation was conducted on measures of emotion
suppression, negative emotional expression, and
positive emotional expression. Results produced a
single factor with an eigenvalue of 2.10 accounting
for 69.93% of the variance (the next factor had an
eigenvalue of .50). Observations of the scree plot
supported a clear break after one factor, and the
factor loadings for emotion suppression, negative
expression, and positive expression were −.78, .76,
and .68, respectively. Findings provide evidence for a
single bipolar dimension with tendencies to suppress
and express emotions as endpoints. However, we
examined these constructs as separate variables to
further evaluate their independence.2Δ=.03, p=.02.

social anxiety and emotion processes
as predictors of changes in positive
emotions

We constructed three separate hierarchical regression
models to examine whether T1 emotion suppression
(ERQ subscale), T1 negative emotional expression
(BEQ subscale), and T1 positive emotional expres-
sion (BEQ subscale) moderated the effects of social
anxiety on changes in positive emotions. T2 positive
emotions (PANAS subscale) served as the dependent
variable. T1 (baseline) positive emotions were
initially entered to create residual change scores
fromT1 to T2. After entering the T1main effects, the
relevant T1 Social Anxiety x T1 Emotion Process
(Suppression, Negative Expression, or Positive
Expression) interaction was entered. Predictor and
outcome variables were centered and significant
interaction effects were explored with simple effect
analyses (see Aiken &West, 1991). For each model,
baseline T1 positive emotion accounted for substan-
tial variance in T2 positive emotion (see Table 2).

emotion suppression

We found support for emotion suppression as a
moderator of the effects of social anxiety on changes
in positive emotion over time. When conditioned at
one standard deviation below the mean on social
anxiety, less emotion suppression was related to
greater positive emotions over time, t(21)=-2.36,
R2Δ=.17, p=.03, whereas when conditioned at one
standard deviation above the mean on social anxiety,
emotion suppression had a nonsignificant relation

2 Based on the factor-analytic findings, we constructed an
alternative model. ERQ-Suppression, BEQ–Negative Emotional
Expression, and BEQ–Positive Emotional Expression were each
transformed into z-scores and aggregated (ERQ-Suppression was
reverse-scored and added to the other scales) to create a composite
score. The moderator findings converged with those reported using
the scales separately. After T1 levels of positive emotions and T1
main effects, respectively, accounted for 38% and 1% of the
variance, the Social Anxiety x Emotion Expression Composite was
statistically significant, FΔ (1, 139)=5.82, R2 Δ=.03, p= .02.
Specifically, people with excessive social anxiety and higher scores
on the emotion expression composite reported the greatest
increases in positive emotions over time. All findings are available
upon request.

Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Models of Social Anxiety Predicting Changes in Positive Emotions With Emotion Suppression and Expression as
Moderators

Moderator: Emotion Suppression

Step b SEb pr t ΔR2 ΔF

1 T1 PANAS-PA .57 .06 .61 9.27⁎⁎⁎ .38 85.93⁎⁎⁎
2 T1 SIAS −.04 .07 −.05 −.56 .01 .83

T1 ERQ-Suppression −.07 .07 −.08 −.98
3 SIAS⁎ ERQ-Suppression .11 .06 .18 1.74+ .02 3.04+

Moderator: Negative Emotional Expression

Step b SEb pr t ΔR2 ΔF

1 T1 PANAS-PA .58 .06 .62 9.32⁎⁎⁎ .38 86.84⁎⁎⁎
2 T1 SIAS −.05 .07 −.06 −.67 .01 1.27

T1 BEQ-Negative .08 .06 .11 1.33
3 SIAS⁎BEQ-Negative −.10 .05 −.16 -1.90+ .02 3.60+

Moderator: Positive Emotional Expression

Step b SEb pr t ΔR2 ΔF

1 T1 PANAS-PA .58 .06 .62 9.32⁎⁎⁎ .38 86.84⁎⁎⁎
2 T1 SIAS −.06 .07 −.07 −.88 .01 .78

T1 BEQ-Positive .06 .06 .08 .89
3 SIAS⁎BEQ-Positive −.14 .06 −.20 −2.36⁎ .02 5.57⁎

Note. Ns=144, 143, and 143, respectively. + p≤ .08. ⁎ pb .05. ⁎⁎ pb .01. ⁎⁎⁎ pb .001. All p-values were two-tailed.
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with changes in positive emotions (R2Δ= .00,
p=.76). As presented in Figure 1, for low socially
anxious individuals, less suppression was related to
greater increases in positive emotions.

negative expression

We found support for negative emotional expres-
sion as a moderator of the effects of social anxiety
on changes in positive emotion over time. When
conditioned at one standard deviation below the
mean on social anxiety, greater negative expres-
sion was related to greater positive emotions over
time, t(21)=2.62, R2Δ=.20, p= .02, whereas when
conditioned at one standard deviation above the
mean on social anxiety, negative expression had a
nonsignificant relation with changes in positive
emotions (R2Δ= .02, p= .34). As presented in
Figure 2, for low socially anxious individuals,
greater negative expression was related to greater
increases in positive emotions.

positive expression

We found support for positive emotional expres-
sion as a moderator of the effects of social anxiety
on changes in positive emotion over time. When
conditioned at one standard deviation below the
mean on social anxiety, greater positive expression
was related to greater positive emotions over time,
t(21)=3.08, R2Δ= .25, pb .01, whereas when
conditioned at one standard deviation above the
mean on social anxiety, positive expression had a
nonsignificant relation with changes in positive
emotions (R2Δ= .00, p= .74). As presented in
Figure 3, for low socially anxious individuals,
greater positive expression was related to greater
increases in positive emotions.

additional examination of high
socially anxious individuals

Why did high socially anxious individuals fail to
show reductions in positive emotions over time,
particularly those people with greater tendencies to
suppress emotion or less tendencies to openly display
emotions? One reason may be the presence of
chronic, diminished positive psychological resources
in high socially anxious individuals, from young
adulthood onward. To examine this, we conducted a
paired samples t-test on T1 and T2 positive emotions
for high socially anxious individuals (scoring at least
one standard deviation above the mean on the SIAS).
For high socially anxious individuals, the mean
scores on T1 and T2 positive emotions were 29.85
(SD=6.58) and 31.80 (SD=7.91), respectively;
r=.63, pb .001, t(25)=-1.58, p=.13. Positive emo-
tions were evaluated on a 1-5 Likert scale and for the
high socially anxious group, 30.8% and 23.1%
scored at or below the midpoint at T1 and T2,
respectively. As amode of comparison, we conducted
similar analyses on the low socially anxious group

FIGURE 2 Residual Change in Positive Emotions as a Function
of Social Anxiety and Negative Emotional Expression. (Predictor
and criterion variables were transformed into z-scores prior to
analyses. High and low social anxiety and high and low negative
emotional expression were each defined as at least +1 and �1
standard deviations from the mean.)

FIGURE 3 Residual Change in Positive Emotions as a Function
of Social Anxiety and Positive Emotional Expression. (Predictor
and criterion variables were transformed into z-scores prior to
analyses. High and low social anxiety and high and low positive
emotional expression were each defined as at least +1 and �1
standard deviations from the mean.)

FIGURE 1 Residual Change in Positive Emotions as a Function
of Social Anxiety and Emotion Suppression. (Predictor and
criterion variables were transformed into z-scores prior to
analyses. High and low social anxiety and high and low emotion
suppression were each defined as at least +1 and �1 standard
deviations from the mean.)
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(scoring at least one standard deviation below the
mean on the SIAS). Compared to the high socially
anxious group, we found slightly lower levels of intra-
individual stability and greater mean positive emotion
ratings. Specifically, for low socially anxious indivi-
duals, the mean scores on T1 and T2 positive emo-
tions were 38.12 (SD=4.26) and 38.19 (SD=6.34),
respectively; r=.46, p=.03, t(23)=−.06, p=.95. Addi-
tionally, for the low socially anxious group, 0% and
4.2% scored at or below the midpoint at T1 and T2,
respectively.

reverse causation model

It could be hypothesized that there is a bidirectional
relation such that positive emotions or any of the
Positive Emotion x Emotion Process interactions
predicts changes in social anxiety. However, we
found no support for positive emotion main or
interaction effects in predicting changes in social
anxiety (psN .80).

specificity of social anxiety effects

The specificity of social anxiety effects were exam-
ined by repeating the foregoing analyses (a) control-
ling for the BDI-II as a covariate and (b) examining a
Depressive Symptoms x Emotion Expression inter-
action effect on changes in positive emotions.
Controlling for depressive symptoms had no influ-
ence on the Social Anxiety x Emotion Suppression
(p= .03), Social Anxiety x Negative Expression
(p=.07), or Social Anxiety x Positive Expression
(p=.02) interaction effects on positive emotions (i.e.,
no effect size reductions). As an additional test of
specificity, the Depressive Symptom main and inter-
action effects failed to significantly predict changes in
positive emotions (psN .35).

Discussion
There is now good evidence that social anxiety is
associated with diminished positive experiences
(Kashdan, 2007; Watson, Clark, & Carey, 1988).
The current study was the first to examine the
longitudinal relation between social anxiety and
positive emotions. We found support for a stable,
moderately large inverse relation between social
anxiety and positive emotions over a 12-week
period. Further, consistent with our moderation
model, less socially anxious adults who tend to
openly express rather than suppress emotions
demonstrated the greatest increases in positive
emotions across the 12-week period. In terms of
alternative models of causation, we failed to find
support for positive emotions, alone or in interac-
tion with emotion suppression or expression
tendencies, as predictors of change in social anxiety.

In terms of specificity, the main effect of social
anxiety and the synergistic effects of social anxiety
and emotion expression on positive emotions were
not attributable to depressive symptoms. These
tests of construct specificity can be considered
conservative because of the content overlap
between depressive symptoms and social anxiety
and between anhedonic depressive symptoms and
positive emotions. These findings contribute addi-
tional evidence to suggest that diminished positive
emotions are characteristic of both depression and
excessive social anxiety.
Perhaps the most valuable finding of this study

was further evidence for an interactive model
between social anxiety and the ways in which
people monitor, regulate, and relate to emotions in
predicting positive experiences and events (see
Kashdan & Steger, 2006, for initial evidence). Our
data suggest that low levels of social anxiety alone
were not sufficient to produce increased positive
emotions across time. The combination of relatively
low social anxiety along with tendencies to be more
accepting and expressive of emotions led to the
highest scores on the measure of positive emotion at
T2. It appears that the different ways people choose
to regulate their emotions and their outward
expression are critical in facilitating positive psy-
chological experiences. There are several benefits of
not relying on tendencies to suppress emotions and
of being more emotionally expressive. Laughing
when something is humorous, hugging someone
during moments of love or gratitude, or talking and
gesturing with animation when feeling excitement
and joy are all forms of creating and prolonging
positive feelings. Displaying positive emotion is also
an important process in identifying, developing, and
maintaining friendships and romantic relationships
(Keltner &Haidt, 1999). On average, people prefer
to be with more cheerful people and positive moods
are contagious and easily transferred to others
(Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). Personal
events are more meaningful and memorable to
oneself and others when they are experienced with
greater vitality and expressive-motor activity. When
emotions are experienced and embraced with open
and nonjudgmental attitudes toward emotional
expression, events are not only more enjoyable but
can serve as a mood-enhancement strategy when
recalled and savored (reminiscing).
Besides being a marker of psychological well-

being, high frequencies of positive emotion generate
well-being. Whereas negative emotions function to
narrow activity to specific environmental demands
(e.g., fight-or-flight), there is evidence that positive
emotions (a) induce a speedier recovery from the
damaging physiological effects of negative emotions
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(e.g., Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan & Tugade,
2000), (b) broaden attentional resources—increas-
ing awareness during activities, the efficiency and
quality of decision-making, and accessibility of
more creative and flexible options in a given
situation (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Isen,
1993), (c) build social bonds (e.g., Aron et al.,
2000), and (d) stimulate resilience to negative life
events (e.g., Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). Positive
emotions and their functions are not reducible to
minimal social anxiety or distress. However,
socially anxious people can be expected to vary in
their capacity and experience of positive emotions.
It will be important to examine the personal and
situational factors that confer opportunities for the
development of positive experiences in high socially
anxious individuals. Specifically, more research is
needed on how people with excessive social anxiety
experience positive emotions and how these states
are maintained (or conversely, disrupted), and to
what extent emotional experiences and self-regula-
tory processes operate together. To understand the
scope of emotion regulation in social anxiety, it will
be necessary to account for differences between
deliberate, effortful regulatory strategies and auto-
matic, spontaneous processes (Forgas, 1995).
Contrary to our joint vulnerability hypothesis,

neither social anxiety nor the interaction between
social anxiety and suppression/expression tendencies
predicted decreases in positive emotions over time.
Instead, we found high socially anxious individuals
to report stable, low levels of positive emotions. The
chronic, low vitality of high socially anxious indivi-
duals can be expected to constrain their capacity to
self-regulate effectively. High socially anxious indi-
viduals are overly concerned about the possibility of
social rejection and, in response, engage in extensive
efforts to control their anxiety and demonstrate
impression management (Clark & Wells, 1995;
Leary & Kowalski, 1995). In fact, we found tenden-
cies to suppress emotions to be strongly correlated
with greater social anxiety. Impression management
and attempts to control and change emotions require
and deplete self-regulatory resources (e.g., vitality,
cognitive capacity). Tendencies to suppress emotions
and other self-protective strategies are not inherently
harmful. However, engaging in specific behavior
strategies chronically and inflexibly with the goal of
avoiding social disapproval may lead to a cycle of (a)
depleted self-regulatory resources and positive emo-
tions, (b) avoidance behaviors that reduce opportu-
nities for positive emotions and events, and (c)
selecting activities that prevent anxiety at the expense
of doing things that are congruent with intrinsic
values (i.e., giving up things that are potentially
enjoyable because they require some degree of

anxiety or risk). More complex structural modeling
can examine the roles of self-regulatory processes and
resource depletion as etiologic and maintenance
factors in excessive social anxiety.
There are several possibilities as to why there was

no support for a joint vulnerability model. The
stable, low positive emotions of people with
excessive social anxiety may reflect a floor effect
with little possibility for further erosion. Peoplewith
excessive social anxiety also tend to have negative
interpretation biases that can affect reporting
accuracy and lead to the minimization and mental
filtering of positive experiences. Alternatively, for
people suffering from impairing social anxiety,
sources of positive experiences may already be
substantially depleted. The average age of onset of
impairing social anxiety is in early to mid-adoles-
cence (Schneier, Johnson, Hornig, Liebowitz, &
Weissman, 1992). It is likely that socially anxious
college students and older adults have already
modified their behavior to avoid feeling anxious
while maintaining a level of engagement in funda-
mental life areas such as work, social relationships,
and play. There are few studies examining the
impact of emotion disturbances on positive psycho-
logical functioning. Thus, we know very little about
how social anxiety affects life trajectories and
creates discrepancies between actual and ideal/
desired goals and behaviors. Future work may
examine erosive processes over a longer time frame,
at earlier life stages, and during meaningful life
transitions (e.g., from high school to college, college
to work force, retirement) when social anxiety and
habitual emotional tendencies are more variable.
There are a few caveats to be considered in the

interpretation of our findings. We relied exclusively
on self-report. Although there is no better way to
examine the subjective component of emotions
(Watson, 2000), it will be important for future
research to use alternative methodologies to mea-
sure the experience of pleasure. In terms of social
anxiety, self-report measures cannot adequately
assess functional impairment. However, the mean
and range of social anxiety scores in our sample
appear to have some generalizability to clinical
populations (E. Brown et al., 1997). Although we
used one of the most widely studied and psychome-
trically sound measures of positive emotions, the
PANAS only measures activated or energized
emotions and ignores the less energized quadrant
of positive emotional experiences (e.g., serenity,
calmness). Nonetheless, our interest was in ener-
gized positive emotions that capture vitality and
enthusiasm, which appear to be fundamental to the
optimal psychological states of intrinsic motivation
and complete immersion in life experiences (Ryan&

9soc i al anx i e ty and pos i t i v e emot ions



Author's personal copy

Deci, 2000). There is merit in expanding the breadth
of positive psychological constructs in the study of
social anxiety. Despite the reliance onwell-validated
self-report methodologies, we believe it is valuable
to determine how social anxiety and the reliance on
different emotion regulatory strategies predict
changes in positive emotions (for better or worse)
over time as opposed to reactivity to laboratory
stimuli at a single time point. For complex con-
structs such as self-regulatory strategies, there is
merit in replicating and extending our work with
experimental, multimethod designs that can better
address issues related to causality.
There are some subsidiary issues worthy of dis-

cussion. Our data add to the literature on emotion
regulation by showing convergence between emo-
tion suppression and expression in terms of (a)
strong negative correlations (rs ranged from −.53 to
−.60), (b) factor analytic findings that support a
single continuum from emotional acceptance to
overregulation, and (c) similar roles as regulatory
strategies that moderate the effect of social anxiety
on changes in positive emotions over time. In other
findings, both positive and negative emotional
expression had the same type of moderating
influence on relations between social anxiety and
positive emotions. That is, greater expression,
whether positive or negative, had a beneficial
function for people with minimal social anxiety.
Future studies would benefit from more rigorous,
multimethod designs to explore the independence of
aversive and appetitive activity. Although our
findings are limited to self-report ratings, there is
substantial evidence that these constructs can be
adequately measured using self-report technologies
(Gross & John, 2003; John & Gross, 2004).
The results of this study have implications for

better understanding the phenomenology and con-
sequences of social anxiety. Framed within a self-
regulatory model, excessive social anxiety was
associated with stable, low levels of positive
emotions across a 12-week interval. Additionally,
low social anxiety and more open expression and
display of emotions, or a relative absence of a
tendency to suppress emotions, contributes to the
development of positive emotions over time. Over
the past few decades, it has been theorized that
positive emotions are only relevant to depressive
symptoms and not anxiety. Our data suggest that
positive emotions are compromised in people with
high social anxiety, that low social anxiety relates to
greater positive emotions in the presence of certain
affect-regulatory strategies, and that the magnitude
of these findings were not attributable to individual
differences in depressive symptoms. It seems clear
that individual differences in social anxiety and

regulatory strategies affect positive psychological
functioning. Future empirical work should continue
to explore the interplay among these processes and,
with further replication, may present as useful
targets of intervention.
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