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Recent research has shown that alterations in emotion regulation (ER) are associated with many different
mental disorders, such as depression, alcohol use disorder, and personality disorders. Because of the
apparent ubiquity of alterations in ER in psychopathology, it has been proposed that ER should be
considered as a transdiagnostic process.
(HER)

Since the 1980s, clinical psychology research has almost exclusively relied on disorder-specific approaches
that are based on the classification of mental disorders into certain categories (i.e., diagnoses)—however,
there are considerable disadvantages to this classification. For example, it cannot account for the high
comorbidity rates between mental disorders. More recently, the @ transdiagnostic perspective, which
focuses on processes that may be relevant in the development or maintenance for several disorders, has
become popular as an alternative to disorder-specific approaches.

There is no universally accepted definition of the term transdiagnostic. Several
conceptualizations exist as to what can be defined as a transdiagnostic process, including a definition put

forward by Harvey et al.. These authors argue that a process should meet two criteria to be identified as

transdiagnostic:
1. The process must be present across (at least four) different mental disorders.
2. The process must be causally involved in the development and/or maintenance of mental

disorders, instead of representing a mere epiphenomenon.

(HPE)
@ ER is typically defined as “the process by which individuals influence which emotions they have, when
they have them, and how they experience and express these emotions”. This also includes the duration or
magnitude of the emotion, as well as the experiential, physiological, or behavioral responses related to the
emotion. This definition shows that ER is a complex phenomenon comprising many different aspects and

processes. In the following, we focus on 3 two theoretical models of ER that can be used to examine the

transdiagnostic role of ER in psychopathology.

Arguably the most foundational model in the field is the process model of ER. Gross suggests that
ER strategies can best be distinguished regarding the points in the emotion-generative process they are
targeting. Based on this model, all ER strategies can be helpful or not, depending on the context. However,
it has been proposed that some strategies can be considered as generally (i.e., across various regularly
encountered contexts) more adaptive (e.g., reappraisal), whereas others are considered as generally less

adaptive (e.g., rumination, suppression). For the purpose of readability, we refer to those strategies that
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are considered as generally more helpful as adaptive strategies and to those that are generally less helpful
as maladaptive strategies. A specific hypothesis derived from the model is that individuals suffering from
mental disorders use adaptive strategies less frequently than maladaptive strategies and/or are less
effective in using adaptive strategies compared to healthy individuals.

Gratz and Roemer have proposed a model of ER in relation to psychopathology. Instead of focusing
on specific strategies, the model defines broad ER abilities that are related to how someone copes with
emotional distress. Specifically, ER is defined as a multidimensional construct that includes various ER
abilities. Those ER abilities are being aware of, understanding, and accepting emotions; being able to
engage in goal-directed behaviors and to control impulsive behaviors when experiencing negative
emotions; being able to flexibly use strategies that are appropriate in a certain situation to modulate the
intensity and duration of an emotion; and being willing to experience negative emotions in the pursuit of
desired goals. Based on this model, deficits in ER abilities are assumed to be indicative of ER difficulties,
which are associated with mental disorders.

(FPES)
As the vast majority of studies to date has assessed cross-sectional associations between ER and symptoms
of mental disorders, future research should focus on prospective studies and especially on experimental
studies to establish causality of ER for psychopathology. We have recently proposed a framework for

@ translational research that could serve as a foundation when systematically planning studies to assess

ER as a transdiagnostic process, including design issues in experimental psychopathology research and
treatment studies. Future studies should also include variables that may serve as a third variable, possibly
explaining both changes in ER and symptoms—for example, cognitive control. Developing and
systematically testing graphical causal models ideally containing all potentially relevant causal factors
also appears promising.

Theoretical models currently used as the basis for research into the role of ER in psychopathology
have without any doubt been fruitful as frameworks for research in this area—however, they appear to be
underspecified regarding the exact mechanisms by which ER problems maintain psychopathology and how
ER is linked to other emotion-related processes. As an exhaustive discussion of important theoretical

developments is beyond the scope of this chapter, we focus on B) two important issues where further

theoretical development, as well as systematic empirical testing, appears necessary.

First, research findings into the link between ER and psychopathology have not been entirely
consistent between disorders, or even within disorders. This may indicate that there are important
moderators of the link between certain ER strategies and psychopathology. Those moderators could
potentially include the type and intensity of the emotion, the appraisal of emotions and of regulation

strategies, and the costs of specific strategies (i.e., how “easy” is it for someone to implement a certain
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strategy). Models on ER and psychopathology should be refined by hypothesizing under which conditions

or in which context certain ER strategies may be maladaptive or dysfunctional and lead to more

psychopathology.

Second, transdiagnostic aspects of ER can be regarded as only one side of the coin. In addition, it

appears likely that future research will uncover both aspects of ER that are transdiagnostic processes, as

well as disorder-specific alterations in ER. As highlighted by Nolen-Hoeksema and Watkins,

transdiagnostic models need to specify the mechanisms by which a transdiagnostic process serves as a risk

factor for specific mental disorders (i.e., multifinality) between individuals and even within individuals

over time.

H#L : Used with permission of Guilford Publications, Inc., from Handbook of Emotion Regulation,

2024; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc
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