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REGULATION OF POSITIVE EMOTIONS: EMOTION
REGULATION STRATEGIES THAT PROMOTE
RESILIENCE

ABSTRACT. The regulation of emotions is essential in everyday life. In this
paper, we discuss the regulation of positive emotional experiences. Our discussion focuses on strategies aimed at maintaining and increasing experiences
of positive emotions. We discuss the importance of these strategies for wellbeing, and suggest that cultivating positive emotions may be particularly useful
for building resilience to stressful events. Then, we explore possible mechanisms that link positive emotions to coping for resilient people, with a focus on
the automatic activation of positive emotions while coping. We conclude by
discussing alternative models and proposing future directions in the work on
positive emotion regulation and resilience.
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Our everyday lives are governed by a host of complex processes
of emotion regulation. Consider your responses to negative feelings. At times, when feeling down, you might watch a comedy
ﬁlm (cf., Ruch, 1993) or take a walk through the park (cf.,
Iwasaki and Mannell, 2000, 2003), actively seeking a means to
momentarily lift your spirits. At other times, you might decide
to go a party with friends. This act of celebration might be useful in making one feel better, and even prolong good feelings
for an extended period of time (Langston, 1994). In yet other
instances, something in your environment (e.g., a faint whiﬀ of
chocolate chip cookies, the smile of a passerby) might capture
your attention, somewhat irresistibly. Suddenly and unsuspectingly, you may feel better (Isen and Diamond, 1989). Although
coping with negative feelings can involve a variety of emotion
regulatory behaviors, each of the responses above illustrates
how a positive emotion can be a useful response for coping
with a negative experience.
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The focus of our paper is on the regulation of positive
emotions. We begin by deﬁning what emotion regulation is, and
how this can be applied to positive emotional experiences. We
then move to a discussion of different strategies aimed to maintain or enhance positive emotional experiences. Using the
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson,
1998; 2001) as a theoretical framework, we suggest that cultivating positive emotions may be particularly useful for building
resilience to stressful events. We then propose new avenues for
investigating the mechanisms that link positive emotions to
eﬀective coping for resilient people, with a focus on the automatic activation of positive emotions while coping. Finally, we
discuss future directions in the work on positive emotion regulation and resilience.
REGULATING POSITIVE EMOTIONS

Emotion regulation refers to the attempts to inﬂuence the
types of emotions people experience, when they experience these
emotions, and how these emotions are expressed and experienced (Gross, 1998). It has been suggested that regulation efforts can be made by either up-regulating or down-regulating
aspects of both positive and negative emotional episodes (Parrot,
1993). As well, processes of emotion regulation can be conscious or unconscious (Gross, 1998). An enormous amount of
research attention has been devoted to understanding how people regulate negative emotions as a way to cope with negative
events, with relatively little attention given to the regulation of
positive emotions (Gross, 1999). This may not be altogether
surprising, as the usual concern in everyday life and in clinical
settings is to regulate distress (Folkman and Moskowitz, 2003a),
rather than to modify or maintain pleasant experiences.
Despite the paucity of research on the regulation of positive
emotions, emerging research shows that people do engage in
positive emotion regulation (Gross et al., in press). In a recent
study, for example, participants were asked (in a semi-structured interview and via survey) to report on the frequency with
which they regulated their emotions in their daily lives.
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Although participants reported regulating negative emotions
more frequently, they also reported using strategies to alter
their experience and expression of positive emotions, such as
love and pride (Gross et al., in press). These ﬁndings begin to
stretch existing conceptualizations of emotion regulation to include positive emotions, and suggest that novel questions in this
literature are worth exploring. Why, for example, do people
need to regulate positive emotions at all? What strategies do
people use to regulate positive emotions? To begin to address
these points, we focus our discussion on strategies aimed at
maintaining (prolonging) or increasing (enhancing) positive emotional experiences.
Maintaining Positive Emotional Experiences
Emotion regulation does not necessarily involve changes in the
quality or intensity of emotional experience; under certain circumstances, regulation may involve the maintenance of aﬀective
experiences (e.g., Denham, 1998; Gross, 2001). Hedonic accounts indicate that people generally want to feel good (vs.
bad), and it is commonly held that people aspire to maintain or
prolong these pleasant feelings. For instance, after receiving
good news, many are eager to share their news with close
friends and loved ones so as to prolong their positive experience. Supportive evidence can be found in studies showing that,
when feeling happy, people engage in behaviors that protect
their existing happy state (Isen and Simmonds, 1978; Isen and
Patrick, 1983; for reviews, see Isen, 2000). Employing strategies
to maintain positive emotions also resonates with ideas proposed by the hedonic contingency model (Wegener and Petty,
1994), which states that, when in a positive subjective state,
individuals seek out activities to maintain that state. According
to the model, people learn to associate beneﬁts with positive
emotional experiences over time, and as a result, they strategically select behaviors or cognitions that will allow them to
maintain (or even elevate) their positive experiences (Wegener
and Petty, 1994).
Savoring can be considered a cognitive form of emotion regulation used to maintain and extend positive emotional experiences (Bryant, 1989). Savoring involves conscious awareness of,
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and deliberate attention to, one’s pleasant experiences (Bryant,
1989). It is also deﬁned as beneﬁcially interpreting positive
events by engaging in social behaviors, such as communicating
the event to others or celebrating (termed ‘‘capitalizing’’ by
Langston, 1994). A theoretical model of savoring proposes that
positive emotions are maintained while savoring because one
draws attention to feelings (a) in anticipation of upcoming positive events; (b) when appreciating current pleasant events; and
(c) when reminiscing about past positive experiences (Bryant,
2003). Consider, for example, a relaxing summer vacation at the
beach. Savoring can prolong the duration of positive emotional
experiences when thinking about the impending arrival of your
airplane to your summer destination (anticipation); when sharing pleasurable moments with friends or loved ones during your
vacation (current pleasant events); and when relishing the memories after returning home (reminiscence) (Bryant, 1989). Contentment, an emotion relevant to savoring (Fredrickson, 1998,
2001), resonates with the reminiscence aspect of the savoring
process.
Savoring has important implications for coping and wellbeing. Having a general tendency to savor experiences (measured via the Savoring Beliefs Inventory; Bryant, 2003) appears
to beneﬁt individuals across the lifespan. Correlational studies
indicate that the tendency to savor predicts subjective well-being
for grade school children, adolescents, college students, and the
elderly (Bryant, 1989; Meehan et al., 1993). As well, savoring is
positively related to favorable advantages in well-being, including self-reported optimism, internal locus of control, self-control
behaviors, life satisfaction, and self-esteem; it is negatively
correlated with hopelessness and depression (Bryant, 2003). Although studies that empirically test the causal relations between
savoring and positive outcomes are needed, these correaltional
ﬁndings lend support to the idea that maintaining positive emotional experiences can have important outcomes for an individual’s well-being.
A number of different interventions promote savoring. For
example, relaxation therapies and guided meditation practices
require participants to engage in thematic imagery exercises that
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can induce and extend the duration of pleasant experiences.
Sessions might include instructions to bring to mind scenes of
nature, childhood triumphs, or recent good experiences (Smith,
1990). These techniques can eﬀectively prolong positive emotional experiences and can beneﬁt physical and psychological
health (Chesney et al., 2005). Indeed, meditative practices are
associated with enhanced subjective quality of life (Shapiro
et al., 2005; Surawy et al., 2005); reductions in stress (KabatZinn et al., 1992; Miller et al., 1995; Shapiro et al., 1998); prevention of disease (Chesney et al., 2005); and improvements in
coping and health for both clinical and nonclinical samples (for
reviews see Grossman et al., 2004; Kabat-Zinn, 1990; Smith,
1990). Together, these studies suggest that regulatory behaviors
that help people sustain and maintain positive emotional experiences can be beneﬁcial to health and well-being.
Increasing or Enhancing Positive Emotional Experiences
Within the array of emotion regulatory behaviors used in daily
life, people sometimes engage in strategies that increase and
enhance their positive emotional experiences. For example,
some may smile when feeling sad or upset in attempts to feel
more uplifted after receiving disappointing news (cf., Ekman,
1989). Regulating positive expressions of emotions in this way
can reduce the impact of negative emotions, at least in the short
term. Although modifying the behavioral aspect (e.g., facial display) of emotion can create a discrepancy between inner experience and outer expression (e.g., Gross et al., in press) it can
nonetheless have an important impact on emotional functioning. Smiling in the midst of sadness, for instance, can speed cardiovascular recovery from negative emotional arousal
(Fredrickson and Levenson, 1998, Study 2). This strategy may
be contrasted with other strategies aimed at enhancing positive
emotional experience. On other negative occasions, for instance,
people may pause to consider the blessings in their lives, which
enhances feelings of gratitude (cf., Emmons and McCullough,
2003). These strategies are useful in increasing or enhancing positive emotional experiences, which in turn, can be eﬀective for
coping with negative experiences.
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A host of studies point to the psychological and physical
beneﬁts of increasing or enhancing positive emotional experiences. Beneﬁts accrue from cultivating positive emotions in
everyday life (see Fredrickson, 2000 for a review) as well as in
response to negative circumstances. One important strategy is to
ﬁnd positive meaning in negative events, which produces positive emotions that help buﬀer against stress (Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000). People ﬁnd positive meaning in daily life
through multiple pathways. These include: (1) positive reappraisal (i.e., ﬁnding a ‘‘silver lining’’), (2) problem-focused coping (i.e., eﬀorts directed at solving or managing the problem
causing distress), and (3) infusing ordinary events with positive
meaning (e.g., appreciating a compliment).
Although it may seem like a trivial act, infusing ordinary
events with positive meaning is linked to striking advantages
in coping. When a negative event occurs, the individual psychologically creates a positive event or reinterprets a commonplace event more positively, as a way of buffering from
distress. In their research on caregivers of people with AIDS,
for example, Folkman and Moskowitz (Folkman, 1997; Moskowitz et al., 1996) found that even amidst their distress,
over 99% of their participants were able to ﬁnd positive
meaning in ordinary events. Helping them get through their
days, caregivers found positive meaning in planned events
(e.g., being thankful for friendship during a social gathering)
or even more random events (e.g., appreciating a beautiful
sunset) (Folkman, 1997; Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000).
Notably, it is likely that the ability of the caregivers in their
study to ﬁnd positive meaning in ‘‘run of the mill’’ events did
not occur accidentally (Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000). Rather, these caregivers may have intentionally looked to positive aspects of their lives as a way of coping with their
distress. Positive emotions are said to play an important role
in this process: Positive reappraisal generates experiences of
positive emotion even amidst stress. In turn, these positive
emotional experiences can provide the needed psychological
lift to help people continue and move forward in their lives
(Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000).
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The ﬁndings reported thus far suggest that regulation strategies that maintain or enhance positive emotions are valuable for
establishing beneﬁcial coping outcomes. Although these beneﬁts
can be valuable for coping in the short run, even more importantly, positive emotions can have long-lasting beneﬁts for an
individual. The short-term and long-term effects of positive
emotion regulation on well-being may be better understood by
examining the distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic
well-being. Hedonic well-being is conceptualized as short-term,
pleasurable subjective experiences in ones’ life. In contrast, eudaimonic well-being is characterized by long-term activities that
provide opportunities for continued personal growth, positive
relationships with others, positive self-regard and a sense of
mastery (Ryff and Singer, 1998, 2000). Hedonic and eudaimonic
well-being are distinct though related constructs, with an array
of distinct correlates and predictors (cf., Ryan and Deci, 2001).
How is positive emotional regulation related to hedonic and
eudaimonic well-being? It is possible that, like a muscle exercised over time, experiencing positive emotions in daily life
(hedonic well-being) can produce important long-term beneﬁts
(eudaimonic well-being) (cf., Fredrickson, 2000). We have found
that cultivating positive emotions (exercising the muscle) is
important for promoting resilience (a personal strength).
POSITIVE EMOTIONS AND RESILIENCE

The broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson,
1998, 2001) provides a valuable framework with which to
understand the functional signiﬁcance of positive emotions,
especially when coping with negative emotional circumstances.
This theory stipulates that, positive and negative emotions have
distinct and complementary adaptive functions and physiological eﬀects. Whereas negative emotions are associated with speciﬁc action tendencies that focus and narrow thoughts and
actions (to prepare the body for ﬁght or ﬂight), positive emotions should broaden ones thoughts and actions, and by consequence build important personal resources (Fredrickson, 1998,
2001). Supportive evidence for the broaden-and-build theory
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shows that experimentally induced positive emotions quell
autonomic arousal generated by negative emotions (Fredrickson
and Levenson, 1998; Fredrickson et al., 2000). As well, positive
emotions have been shown to broaden people’s thought-action
repertoires (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001; Fredrickson and Branigan,
2005) by producing patterns of thought and actions that are
notably unusual, creative, and ﬂexible (Isen and Daubman,
1984; Isen et al., 1985, 1987; Kahn and Isen, 1993). When there
are no immediate problems to handle, one is free to engage in
exploratory behaviors that may incidentally enhance personal
abilities or resources (Bonnano, 2001), including coping resources. As such, to the extent that positive emotions are useful
in counteracting negative emotional experiences and broadening
thoughts and actions (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), they should
also be useful in building important personal resources, such as
resilience to negative circumstances.
Models of Resilience
Psychological resilience has been characterized by (1) the ability
to bounce back from negative emotional experiences and by (2)
ﬂexible adaptation to the changing demands of stressful experiences (Block and Block, 1980; Block and Kremen, 1996; Lazarus,
1993). More speciﬁcally, Block and Block (1980) deﬁned psychological resilience as ‘‘Resourceful adaptation to changing circumstances and environmental contingencies, analysis of the
‘goodness of ﬁt’ between situational demands and behavioral
possibility, and ﬂexible invocation of the available repertoire of
problem-solving strategies (problem-solving being deﬁned to
include the social and personal domains as well as the cognitive).’’ This deﬁnition captures a psychological frame of mind
that has been shown to be associated with a variety of behavioral and psychological outcomes.
For several years, developmental researchers and theorists
had highlighted various protective factors (e.g., social support
networks) that promote healthy outcomes among children exposed to large-scale sources of adversity that have sustained
inﬂuences on one’s life, such as abuse or poverty (e.g., Rutter,
1987). Beyond adverse situations that can continually affect
one’s daily life, resilience is also manifested in response to
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isolated traumatic events (Bonanno, 2005). A resilient response
to the death of a loved one, for example, is characterized by
ﬂexibility: mild, short-lived disruptions, and a relatively stable,
healthy trajectory of healthy functioning over time (Bonanno,
2004). As such, resilience may be more common than previously
conceptualized (Bonanno, 2004; Masten, 2000). Indeed, Masten
argues that resilience is ordinary, rather than extraordinary. In
line with this idea, resilience may be something that all individuals have the capacity to achieve.
Individual Differences in Trait Resilience
Trait resilience is described as the general tendency to modify
one’s responses effectively to changing situational demands, and
by having ability to recover effectively from stressful circumstances (Block and Block, 1980). We have argued that resilient
individuals may expertly use of positive emotions in the coping
process, ‘‘intelligently’’ drawing on positive emotions in times of
stress (Tugade and Fredrickson, 2002; 2004).
Research indicates that individual differences in trait resilience predict the ability to capitalize on positive emotions when
coping with negative emotional experiences. For instance, trait
resilient people frequently use humor as a coping strategy (e.g.,
Werner and Smith, 1992; Wolin and Wolin, 1993), which has
been shown to help people cope eﬀectively with stressful
circumstances (e.g., Martin and Lefcourt, 1983; Nezu et al.,
1988). Likewise, trait resilient children under stress score high
on humor generation, compared to less resilient children facing
equally high levels of stress (Masten et al., 1990). Trait resilient
individuals also use other coping strategies that elicit positive
emotions to regulate negative emotional situations. For instance, during heightened levels of distress, they engage in
relaxation (allowing time to interpret and assess problems),
exploration (to consider behavioral alternatives), and hopeful,
optimistic thinking (having faith to overcome adversity) as
means of regulating negative emotional experiences (Werner
and Smith, 1992). Together, these ﬁndings indicate that trait
resilient people are able to marshal positive emotions to guide
their coping behavior, allowing for the reduction of distress and
restoration of perspective.
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In our research, we found that psychologically resilient
individuals were physiologically resilient as well, and that positive emotions were useful in achieving this outcome (Tugade
and Fredrickson, 2004). Theoretical descriptions of psychological resilience indicate that resilient individuals are able to
‘‘bounce back’’ from distressing experiences quickly and eﬃciently (Carver, 1998; Lazarus, 1993). In line with this theoretical deﬁnition, we found that although both low and high
resilient individuals experienced equal levels of cardiovascular
arousal and subjective negative experience in response to a
stressor, high trait resilient individuals exhibited faster cardiovascular recovery from negative emotional arousal. Additionally, ‘‘bouncing back’’ to cardiovascular baseline levels was
partially mediated by resilient people’s experiences of positive
emotion in the midst of distress (Tugade and Fredrickson,
2004). These ﬁndings resonate with theoretical conceptions of
resilient individuals, which include their abilities (1) to recognize
the eﬀects of stressful situations and (2) to experience positive
outcomes despite sources of adversity (Masten, 2000). Further,
these ﬁndings demonstrate that positive emotions contribute to
the ability for resilient individuals to physiologically recover
from negative emotional arousal, which can have important
health implications. Although it is important to allow negative
emotions unfold so as not to short-circuit the adaptive functions associated with negative emotional experiences, sustained
experiences of negative emotional arousal can be associated
with long-term cardiovascular illness and disease. In all, these
ﬁndings linking positive emotions to beneﬁcial coping outcomes
indicate that trait resilient people eﬀectively harness positive
emotions to their advantage when coping, and they do so with
a seeming intuitive sensibility (Tugade and Fredrickson, 2002).
Why are positive emotions important to resilience? According to the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001),
positive emotions can momentarily broaden people’s scopes of
thought and allow for ﬂexible attention, which in turn can
improve one’s well-being. Over time, and with repeated experiences of positive emotions, this broadened mindset might become habitual. By consequence, recurrent experiences of
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positive emotion can increase one’s personal resources, including coping resources. Importantly, the arsenal of personal resources produced by positive emotions can be drawn on in
times of need, which may have important value in the coping
process (Fredrickson, 2000).
In line with this conceptualization, we have found that positive emotions help to build psychological resources that are
essential in coping effectively with traumatic circumstances,
such as the September 11th terrorist attacks. In a prospective
study on resilience and positive emotions, we found that higher
trait resilience was associated with greater experiences of positive emotions (such as gratitude, interest, and love) amidst
negative emotions (such as anger, sadness and fear) during the
attacks. In addition, higher trait resilience was linked to postcrisis growth in personal resources (indexed by increases in optimism, subjective well-being, tranquility). Importantly, post-crisis
experiences of positive emotions fully mediated the effect of
psychological resilience on psychological growth after the attacks (Fredrickson et al., 2003). Such ﬁndings suggest the timely
cultivation of positive emotions is one way that resilient people
use positive emotions intelligently.
As each of the studies reviewed above indicates, using positive emotions to cope can be considered an essential coping skill
(Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000, 2003a, b; Tugade and Fredrickson, 2002), and the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson,
1998, 2001) suggests that recurrent experiences of positive emotions may help people to build and strengthen this skill. As we
indicated earlier, all people share the capacity to use positive
emotions to cope (Fredrickson, 2000) and to develop resilience
(Masten, 2000). Resilient people, however, may tap this skill
more readily than others. Given that resilient people appear
particularly adept at using positive emotions when coping
(Tugade and Fredrickson, 2002), it is important to consider
how and why they are able to do so. Do resilient individuals
intentionally recruit positive emotions to cope? Or are positive
emotions automatically activated in a coping context? Because
automatic and controlled psychological processes are not mutually exclusive (cf., Bargh, 1994, 1997), the mechanisms of
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resilience likely involve the interaction of automatic and controlled processes.
MECHANISMS OF RESILIENCE

Exploring the mechanisms of resilience is an area of research
that warrants further investigation. Towards this aim, dualprocess theories of the mind may lay the groundwork for
understanding important, unexamined processes associated with
resilience. Dual-process theories of the mind permeate through
much of psychology (cf., Barrett et al., 2005; Chaiken and
Trope, 1999). A central principle of these theories is that behavior is determined by the interplay of automatic and controlled
processing. Although it has not been extensively studied, we
suggest that dual-process theories may be useful in investigating
emotion regulation. Indeed, although it may often involve conscious processes, emotion regulation does not always require
awareness or explicit strategies (Gross and Munoz, 1995), and
therefore can be unconscious and automatic. Through the lens
of dual-process theories, we may glean important information
about the automatic and controlled nature of resilience.
For resilient individuals, cultivating positive emotions when
coping can become an automatized behavior, just like any
other behavior or complex action sequence can become automatized with repetition (Bargh and Chartrand, 1999; Norman
and Shallice, 1986). Automatic skill acquisition (like emotion
regulation) depends on the frequent and consistent pairing of
internal responses with external events (Shiﬀrin and Dumais,
1981; Shiﬀrin and Schneider, 1977). Along these lines, resilient
people may initially use positive emotions while coping in a
strategic fashion, actively cultivating positive emotions to cope
with distress. To the extent that this same strategy is enacted
over time, the conscious strategy can become automatized
(Bargh and Chartrand, 1999). Using positive emotions to cope,
then, may be likened to mastering a technique, procedure, or
skill via repeated practice to such a degree that the skill
becomes automatic, requiring only minimal attention from
working memory.
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Similar ideas have been proposed by Isen and Diamond
(1989), who suggest that positive aﬀect is a frequent experience
for most individuals (e.g., Isen and Daubman, 1984; Isen and
Diamond, 1989). As such, certain emotions, like happiness, may
generally be more automatic than other emotions. Said diﬀerently, frequently experienced positive emotions should take little
eﬀort to exert their inﬂuence on behavior. There may be individual diﬀerences in this regard, however (Isen and Diamond,
1989).
Positive emotions may inﬂuence thought processes and
behavior with little effort for most, but especially for resilient
people. If resilient people typically experience positive emotions
(e.g., Block and Block, 1980; Masten, 2000; Tugade and
Fredrickson, 2002, 2004), these emotions are chronically accessible to them. Chronically accessible emotions require minimal
cognitive resources to be activated. As such, for resilient people,
the activation of positive feelings even in the midst of cognitively challenging situations (i.e., stressful contexts) may seem
eﬀortless (Isen and Diamond, 1989). By contrast, those who are
less accustomed to positive emotions (i.e., less resilient people)
may ﬁnd it harder to generate positive emotions or may have to
work at doing so more eﬀortfully, especially when coping with
negative experiences, which can require the use of additional
cognitive resources.
Another way to think about how emotions and emotion regulation become automatized over time is to consider the automaticity of goal pursuit. Emotion regulation can be considered
a means to achieve a goal of effective coping. An increasing
body of research has suggested that goal pursuits may often be
initiated and pursued automatically, and such automatic strivings may have signiﬁcant implications for behavior and subjective experience (Bargh et al., 2001). If an individual has the
same goal (use positive emotions) within a given situation
(under stress) repeatedly over time, then that goal representation will become active automatically whenever those situational
features are present in the environment (Bargh, 1990; Bargh
and Gollwitzer, 1994). Through time, these conscious goals may
be chosen frequently and consistently in particular situations,
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such that they eventually become triggered automatically in
those same environments without their conscious thought or
even intent. The environment (e.g., a stressful situation) may
activate the implicit regulation goals and put the goal into
motion (Bargh, 1990, 1997).
One study demonstrated that regulation goals aimed at maintaining positive emotions can be automatically activated. Experimentally induced happiness (vs. sadness or neutral emotion)
activated an automatic goal to maintain ones happy state. Speciﬁcally, when asked to rank preferences for future activities,
participants induced to experience happiness selected activities
that would maintain their happiness, even though the participants could not articulate the reasons for their selection. These
ﬁndings suggest that positive mood maintenance goals can be
automatically activated, even without overt expectations to
maintain feelings of happiness (Handley et al., 2004).
Other research shows that automatically activated positive
emotions can inﬂuence behavior, even in the absence of the
conscious awareness of one’s subjective state (Winkielman and
Berridge, 2004). Speciﬁcally, in one study, subliminal presentations of positive (vs. neutral or negative) faces inﬂuenced people’s responses when presented with an ostensibly unrelated task
of drinking a beverage. Subliminally presented positive emotional faces inﬂuenced participants’ preference judgments (they
reported higher ratings of liking the beverage) and even the
amount of beverage they consumed (they drank a greater
amount). The authors argued that their ﬁndings are consistent
with evolutionary considerations suggesting that nonconscious
systems, which underly basic aﬀective reactions, originated prior
to systems for conscious awareness (Winkielman and Berridge,
2004).
Findings on the automatic activation of positive emotions
have relevance to coping. We are currently investigating the
possibility that automatically activated (vs. deliberately cultivated) positive emotions can exert important beneﬁts in the
coping process (M.M. Tugade and E.A. Fonseca, 2005,
unpublished raw data). In the coping domain, the automatic
activation of positive emotion may be particularly useful
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because stressful situations deplete cognitive resources. If people constantly have to deliberate on using positive emotions
to cope, they may exhaust cognitive resources, hindering their
ability to effectively cope with the situation at hand. In contrast, with the automatic activation of positive emotions when
coping, cognitive resources are freed up, and can be allocated
to other concerns. Although these ideas require further empirical support, they suggest new grounds for novel discoveries
in the research of positive emotions, emotion regulation, and
resilience.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

When examining coping behavior, it is clear that emotional
life is governed by several complex processes. In this paper, we
organized our discussion around the intersections of positive
and negative emotions. We reviewed literature that supports the
idea that maintaining and enhancing positive emotions yield
important advantages in the coping process. We then directed
our discussion to trait resilient people, and suggested that they
are especially proﬁcient at using positive emotions to cope.
Next, we discussed the interplay of automatic and controlled
processes in psychology to push our understanding of resilience
further. Dual-process theories, we suggest, lay important
groundwork for further inquiry about the mechanisms of resilience. Speciﬁcally, we proposed that examining automatic and
controlled processes of coping may shed important information
about how resilient people develop useful coping skills that help
them fare well in the face of stress.
Although we have proposed new directions for research on
positive emotions, emotion regulation, and resilience, there are
other relevant areas that are also worth exploring. One area
worth attention is whether there are temperamental differences
in the capacity to recruit positive emotions in the coping process. Similar ideas have been proposed by Lyubomirsky in her
work on the ‘‘set point’ for chronic happiness, which is genetically determined, ﬁxed, stable, and immune to inﬂuence or control from external factors (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

326

MICHELE M. TUGADE AND BARBARA L. FREDRICKSON

Another area for further inquiry involves the measurement
of emotions and emotion regulation across different contexts
and in naturalistic settings. For instance, advanced methodological techniques might reveal important information about
the coping behavior of resilient people: Which situations spark
their use of positive emotions to cope? By examining situations over extended periods of time, what can we learn about
the dynamics of positive emotions in the coping process? Are
these stable processes, or do they change over time? Experience-sampling methodology (ESM) may be useful to address
these questions. ESM enables the measurement of dynamic
within-person patterns, emotional behavior as it occurs, and
people as they live their lives. As such, ESM can reveal
nuanced patterns of coping for individuals, and provide insight
into the dynamic regularities of coping in situ. In this way,
ESM is important in the extensive study of emotions, health,
and well being (Scollon et al., 2003; Schimmack and Diener,
2003; Tugade et al., in press; Conner et al., 2004). Thus, ESM
can reveal, rather than assume, behavioral patterns that are
true for resilient individuals.
Another area of study could involve examining other goals
for regulating positive emotions. Some individuals may vary in
their goals for maintaining or enhancing positive emotional
experiences, which may produce maladaptive outcomes. Some,
for instance, may regulate positive emotions by engaging in
behaviors (e.g., taking drugs, drinking alcohol, engaging in risky behavior) towards hedonic aims, which, if unmoderated, can
be maladaptive. As such, it would be important to examine
conscious and nonconsicous goal pursuit, and investigate their
effects on coping outcomes.
Related to goals for regulating positive emotions, we reviewed strategies that maintain and enhance positive emotional
experiences. Research and theory shows, however, that people
also engage in the dampening of positive emotional experiences,
which is considered the counterpart of savoring. Recent research shows that there are individual diﬀerences in dampening
(vs. savoring). High self-esteem individuals are more likely to
savor positive experiences, whereas low self-esteem individuals
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tend to dampen positive experiences (Wood et al., 2003).
Extrapolating from these ﬁndings to examine other individual
diﬀerences in savoring versus dampening can be a fruitful avenue for future studies on the regulation of positive emotions.
Cross-cultural studies on positive emotion regulation are also
needed. Based on cultural proscriptions for emotional expression, Asians and Asian Americans, for instance, should have a
greater tendency to suppress expressions of positive emotions.
Recent research found supportive evidence for this idea. When
asked to suppress facial displays while viewing a positive emotion-eliciting ﬁlm, Asian American participants reported less difﬁculty in suppressing their expressions of amusement, compared
to European American participants (Gross et al., in press).
These ﬁndings indicate that examining cultural differences in
the regulation of positive emotions are important to consider
when examining the role of positive emotions in coping
behavior.
Finally, future research should focus on targeted aspects of
emotion to more clearly understand the processes that link positive emotions to resilience. Emotions comprise of several components, including subjective experiences, cognitive appraisals,
behavior, and physiology. In this paper, we have largely focused
our discussion on how cognitive appraisals (i.e., ﬁnding positive
meaning) and resulting subjective experiences of positive emotions affect coping outcomes (assessed via subjective reports,
physiological responding). Do all aspects of positive emotion
have comparable effects on coping? Furthermore, how does the
automatic activation of positive emotions in a coping context
affect cognitive, physiological, or behavioral responding? Future
lines of research aimed at exploring how different aspects of
positive emotions (appraisals, experience, behavior, physiology)
and processes of positive emotions (deliberately cultivated vs.
automatically activated) could illuminate several unanswered
questions about resilience.
As each of these lines of future research suggest, that there
is still much to learn about the processes associated with the
regulation of positive emotions. Such intriguing directions of
research await further study and highlight the utility of
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considering the complex ways in which positive emotions are
activated and pursued in the coping process.
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