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People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never
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ABSTRACT

Children’s strategies for emotion regulation in different unfair situations were
investigated using principles from Regulatory Focus Theory (RFT) (Higgins, Shah, &
Friedman, 1997). RFT explains how our orientations (promotion or prevention) towards
self-regulatory goals can affect our selection of different strategies used for self-
regulation (approach or avoidance). The thesis contains three studies that investigated
children’s emotional responses to different unfair situations and their strategies for
regulating emotion. The four goal outcomes: no gains, gains, losses and no losses, formed
the different unfair situations in this research. Novel vignettes describing different unfair
situations were used in two interview studies, conducted with 162 children aged between
8 and 12 years. The vignettes elicited different intensities of happiness between the
outcomes. Losses were judged most unfair, with expected happiness also lowest in this
condition. By contrast, unfair gains were perceived fairer, with happiness highest in this
condition. In the main vignette study, more approach strategies were reported than
avoidance strategies overall and no differences were found between the outcomes.
Seeking teacher support was the most frequently reported strategy for prevention-oriented
outcomes (losses and no losses). Strategies for prolonging or maintaining positive
emotion were frequently reported in the gain situation, and seeking another opportunity
was frequently reported in the no gain situation. In a third experimental study involving
an actual behavioural task, 52 children participated in a computer game that unfairly
delivered erroneous scores. Under these conditions the children reported no gains were
most unfair and happiness was lowest. Unlike the vignette studies, differences in
avoidance and approach strategies were observed, with approach strategies more
frequently reported in the gain, no loss and loss outcomes, and avoidance strategies were

more frequently reported in the no gain outcome. Despite the limitations associated with



using a novel approach, the overall findings suggested children were more inclined to
report approach strategies for regulation; however, some children have a preference for
avoidance strategies in unfair situations. RFT was a useful framework for explaining
children’s emotion regulation in unfair situations. The findings of this research have
implications on emotion regulation development in children, particularly for children who

use avoidance strategies to cope with unfair events.

KEYWORDS: emotion regulation, approach and avoidance strategies, regulatory focus

theory, self-regulatory goals, fairness

Vi



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The research journey has been full of successes and challenges and been a
significant part of my adult life. The wonderful part of this experience is when
challenges have turned into successes and the process emphasises a well-known
saying, when you are going through a tough time — keep going because tough times
do not last, but tough people do. Tough people, however, also need the support of
others in order to succeed, and those 1 list here have been a vital part of any success |
experienced during my research journey.

First and foremost | would like to thank the research participants: schools,
teachers, children and parents involved in this research project. |1 would also like to
give a big thank you to my primary supervisor Professor lan Evans, and supporting
supervisors Doctor Shane Harvey, and Doctor Kirsty Ross for their continual belief
in my ability, encouragement, great patience, and challenging and enriching my
research ideas. It would not have been possible to write this doctoral thesis without
your contribution.

In my personal life, I would like to thank my wonderful partner Brad for your
endless support. My family - Mum, Dad, Cath and Jon - FR7E R #H A REZAF 2K #A
B SR RN PR R W] DAL i 2 B ST RKGE R AR SC, My closest friends Fi,
Martine and Sarah, thanks for keeping me grounded, building my confidence, and
keeping me well entertained during the research and writing process. May your
mischief-making ways continue after the submission of this thesis.

I would also like to thank my friends in TAG (Thesis Appreciation Group:
Amber, Laura, Mel I, Mel Il, Rifshana and Jodi) for their regular support,
encouragement and validation. Also my other postgraduate peers, particularly those

in the DClinPsych programme and peers who have contributed to this project

Vil



(Edwin, Karen, Amber, and Rachael), we made a great team and | have valued your
friendship and support. Andrea Calder also deserves a special mention here for being
a valuable editor. The friendly staff at the Turitea Psychology Clinic have provided
me with a wonderful working environment. My baking skills have significantly
improved since beginning the research project. Jan Dickson in particular has helped
me develop as a clinician.

| also appreciate the help | have received from the administrative and
technical staff in the Massey University School of Psychology. Within the staff, |
would like to make a special mention of Malcolm Louden who designed the
computer program for this research, and Hung Ton for helping me with acquiring
electronic equipment. Thanks to Helen Page and Michael Donnelly for ensuring that
resources materialised instantly. The library and computer facilities available at the
university have been indispensible. 1 would also like to acknowledge MUHEC
(Massey University Human Ethics Committee), as without their approval the
research could not take place.

I would like to end my acknowledgements by placing my deepest gratitude
for my beautiful daughter Mia, who has shared my research journey throughout her

life. You were a constant joyful reminder of what | wanted to achieve for our future.

viii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

A B S T R A T et e e e e e e e e e e nrrae e v
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..ottt st sne s vii
LIST OF TABLES ..ottt Xiii
LIST OF FIGURES ...ttt et Xiv
CHAPTER ONE
GENERAL INTRODUCTION ....occiiiiitieise e 15
CHILDREN’S EMOTION REGULATION ....ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 15
Benefits of EMotion RegUIALION ..o 16
Emotion Regulation Strategi€S.........cuveueiieiieieiecse et 18
Emotion Regulation Development...........cccoiv i 23
REGULATORY FOCUS THEORY ..o 26
RFT and Emotional RESPONGING ........cccoiiiiiiiiiiieie s 30
RFT and Emotion ReQUIALION ...........coviiiiiciecc e 32
FAIRNESS ..ottt et b ettt ettt r et st neereneens 34
The Emotional Implications of Being Fair..........ccccoiiiiiiniiiceece 35
Behavioural Implications of BeiNg Fair ...t 37
FairNess JUAGEMENTS ..ottt 37
What do Children Perceive as Being Fair or Unfair in the Classroom? ................. 39
SIGNIFICANCE AND PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH.........ccccccovviiiiiieieiienn 41
RESEAICH QUESTIONS ... enee e 42
CHAPTER TWO
STUDY ONE: VIGNETTE STUDY TO EXPLORE EMOTION AND EMOTION
REGULATION IN DIFFERENT UNFAIR CONDITIONS ......ccocoiiiiiieeeeeee, 45
Using Vignettes to Elicit Fairness, Emotions and Emotion Regulation Strategies. 45
Portraying RFT and Fairness in @ StOry.........cccvevveiie e 46
Emotion Regulation Strategies.........cccveiiiiiiieiie i 48
THE PreSENt STUAY .....ocueiiiiiiieiee e 49
Y= N [ ] SRR 50
PaAITICIPANTS ..ttt a e e e rae s 50
RECTUITMENT ...t ae e 50



(1YL (| TR TR 51

PIOCEAUIE ...t bbbttt bbb bbbt 53
Data ANAIYSIS ..ottt be e nre s 55
RESULTS oot e et e e e e e ssa e e e nraeeeseeeanneeeanes 61
ManipuIatioN CECKS ........cviiiiiecie st sne s 61
FAITNIESS .ttt bbbttt bbbt 62
EMOLION RESPONSES ...ttt bbb 64
Emotion Regulation Strategies. ..........cooiiiiieieiieieie et 67
DISCUSSION ...ttt ettt sttt sttt se et e nre e 67
Comprehension Of SCENANIOS .........cviiieiieieiiec e 68
FAITTIESS ...ttt et e et e b e te e st e e re e beenteere e teene e reenteaneenrean 68
EMOTION . e re e nre s 69
EmMOtion REGUIALION .........ooviieiiecece e 71
Summary and RefleCtioNS ..........ccooiiiiiii e 72
CHAPTER THREE
STUDY TWO: USING VIGNETTES TO EXPLORE EMOTION AND
EMOTION REGULATION BETWEEN UNFAIR CONDITIONS.......c..ccccevvennne. 73
EMOLIONaAL INTENSITY ....o.veiiieieiieiee e 73
THE PreSent STUAY ........ooiiiiiiiieiee e 74
METHOD ...ttt ettt bbbt re et st ne et e 75
DESION .ttt e et et e e e re e e re e beaneenres 75
PAITICIPANTS ...ttt bbbt 76
RECTUITMENT ...ttt e e e teeneesreeteaneenreas 76
IMIBEETIAIS. ... ettt bttt ettt bbb e 77
o 0TorcTo LU ST PTURURPRRRRN 79
Data ANAIYSIS ..ottt 82
RESULTS oottt e e s e e s e e e st e e e saa e e e nneeeeneeeenneeeanes 83
Manipulation ChECKS ........cooiiiiiiiie e 83
EMOTION .. re s 84
Emotion Regulation SIrategies.........cccuiiiiiiiieiieie et 87
Comparing Approach and Avoidance Strategies.........cccovvevverieeresiesieereeieseeneenns 90
Changes in EMOLION INTENSILY ......oocvviiieiiiecie e 93
DISCUSSION ...ttt ettt bbbt se b e e ere e 95



Emotion Regulation Strategi€S.........eiveueiierreiesieeseesie e e ie e sae e sae e 95
FAITNIESS .ttt bbbt b bbb 100

Strengths and Limitations of the Study ..., 101

CHAPTER FOUR
BRIEF SUMMARY OF STUDIES ONE AND TWO: FURTHER
CONSIDERATIONS ... 103

CHAPTER FIVE
STUDY THREE: CHILDREN’S EMOTIONAL RESPONSES AND EMOTION

REGULATION STRATEGIES IN AN UNFAIR EXPERIMENT ........ccoeeviennne 105
Ethical and Methodological Considerations .............ccocoeviiinieiene s 107
RESEAICH QUESTION......cccviiiiiiiiee ettt ettt st re e sba e s be e sbaesareesree e 109

METHOD — PILOT oottt 110
METHOD — MAIN STUDY ...ttt 111
PAMTICIPANTS ...ttt 111
RECTUITMENT ...ttt b nneas 111
IMTBEETTAIS. ... bbbttt bbbt 112
e 0 TT=T0 U] £ S SSSRTRSTRSN 113
DAt ANIYSIS ..ottt 116
RESULTS .ottt ettt sttt ettt b e 117
Manipulation ChECKS ..........ccciieiiiiic et 117
1 101 o] OSSR 119
Emotion Regulation Strategies..........ccoieriiiriiiiierie s 122
DISCUSSION ...ttt sttt ne sttt renne s 127
Emotion Regulation Strategi€sS..........ccveiveiiiiiiieie e 131
Study Limitations and Future Research Considerations..........c.cccceevvvverivernnnenne. 134
Summary and CONCIUSIONS..........coiiiiiiiiieiee e e 135

CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH..137
General Background to this RESEArCh ..........ccoceviiiiiiiiiiieieeee e 137
Overall Research Findings and Implications .............cccocvveviiiiie i 138
Research Strengths and WEeaKneSSeS. ........vcivieiieiiieiie e 142



Suggestions for FUtUre RESEAICN............ccviveieeie e 144

FINAl CONCIUSIONS.......oiiiiiiiiiicieee e 145
REFERENGCES. . ... ..ottt e e e enneas 149
APPENDICES ...ttt e 173

Appendix A: School and Teacher Information Sheets - Study One ............ccccevnee. 174
Appendix B: Vignettes for Study ONe ... 176
Appendix C: List of Recall Items — Study ONe ........cccccvivevieiicie e 181
Appendix D:List of Emotion Regulation Strategies Reported in Study One ........... 184
Appendix E: Vignettes from Study TWO.......ccoceiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 190
Appendix F: School and Teacher Information Sheets - Study TWO ............ccccvenenee. 194
Appendix G: Parent and Child Information Sheets - Study TWO ........ccccceevevirennnne. 196
Appendix H: Written Questionnaire for Study Three..........cccooveviviieiecce e 198
Appendix I: School and Teacher Information Sheets - Study Three............cccceeeee. 199
Appendix J: Parents and Child Information Sheets — Study Three..............ccocennee. 200
Appendix K: Administration Guide for Study Three........cccoocvvveveiieie v 202

Xii



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1. Eight Scenarios Used FOr Study ONE ........ccccooveiieiiciie e 53
Table 2. Scenarios Of UNFaIFNESS .......coviiiiiieii i 77
Table 3. The Scenarios and Matching ConditionS...........ccccovvvieiiieniiiine e 80
Table 4. Descriptive & t-Test Statistics FOr Fairness ..........cccoocvvvveviviveiiievivese e 84
Table 5. One-Sample t-Test Statistics for Emotion Intensity Change.............ccccceeeenn. 93
Table 6. SUMMArY Of OULCOMES .....ocviiieiieie e 114

Xiii



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1. Emotions organised into a tree using Storm and Storm’s (1987) model of
BIMOTIONS. ...ttt bttt bbbt bt bbb he e e et et b bbbt e e 59

Figure 2. The proportion of unfair responses significantly outnumbered fair ambiguous

responses, and no fair ratings were given in the eight scenarios. ..........cccccceevvverveinenne 63
Figure 3. Graph of justifications for unfair ratings arranged by scenario....................... 63
Figure 4. Raw frequencies of all emotions reported. ...........coovveeiiiiicnie 65
Figure 5. Positive and negative emotions graphed for each outcome..............cccceovenee. 65
Figure 6. Emotional responses in €aCh OUICOME. ........c.ccvevveiieieeiie e 66

Figure 7. Graphs showing the frequency of approach and avoidance strategies reported
(0] gr=T: Uod o] o o [ 1 To] o PSSRSO 67
Figure 8. The proportion of emotions reported for each oUtCOMe. ..........ccccovrviiriennn 85
Figure 9. The average intensity rating for emotion in each condition with error bars
depicting the 95% confidence INterval............cccccooviiieii i 86
Figure 10. The proportion of approach and avoidance strategies suggested for
ao] Az 1A To] gl oToTa o 1T ] o SRS 91
Figure 11. The proportion of approach and avoidance strategies suggested for goal
(01U (o{0] 4 [T TP U R PTR PP PP 91
Figure 12. Proportion of approach and avoidance strategies in the four outcomes. ....... 92
Figure 13. The frequency of emotion regulation strategies suggested more than 10% of

the time in €aCh CONAITION. .....c.viiiieec s 94
Figure 14. Comparison of mean ratings from 1 to 5 on unfairness. .........c.cccceceevvene.n. 118
Figure 15. Comparison of mean ratings of unfairness for tickets received. ................. 119

Figure 16. The frequency of emotions given in open-ended question for each outcome.

....................................................................................................................................... 120
Figure 17. The average intensity of emotion for each of the four outcomes. ............... 121
Figure 18. Mean emotion intensity plotted against condition.................ccceevivviiinnne. 121
Figure 19. Emotion regulation strategies elicited in each of the four outcomes........... 123
Figure 20. Approach and avoidance strategies for each condition. ............c.cccceeveeenee, 124

Figure 21. The mean ratings of approach and avoidance strategies for each orientation.

Figure 22. The mean ratings of approach and avoidance strategies collated from the
ClOSEA-ENAEA QUESTIONS. ....eciiiiiieieiesie sttt 127

Xiv



