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Figure 1 Experimental paradigms of sentence unscrambling task and word matching task. (a) Sentence unscrambling task; (b) word matching task
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The progress of emotion regulation methods and paradigms:
From voluntary emotion regulation to automatic emotion
regulation

Wei Gao, Shengdong Chen, Quanshan Long, Jiemin Yang & Jiajin Yuan

Key Laboratory of Cognition and Personality of Ministry of Education, School of Psychology, Southwest University, Chongqing 400715, China
* Corresponding author, E-mail: yuanjiaj@swu.edu.cn

Many psychological disorders are characterized by difficulties in emotion regulation. As a result, finding an effective
way of emotional regulation has significant implications for people’s understanding of emotional regulation mechanism
and for the treatment of psychological disorders. Voluntary emotion regulation typically refers to effortful and controlled
processes based on consciously intended strategies. Many previous studies have shown that voluntary emotion regulation
is effective in reducing individuals’ negative emotional responses. However, its regulatory effects always come with the
cognitive costs that limit its clinical application. Recently, researchers have begun to pay attention to automatic emotion
regulation that can reduce the negative emotional responses without cognitive resource consumption. Automatic emotion
regulation (AER) is characterized by goal-driven changes to human emotions without a conscious decision to do so and
without engaging in deliberate control. This characteristic has been suggested to be critical for the psychological
well-being of human beings. Though the regulatory effects of AER have been suggested to be effective and cost-free, its
research methods and paradigms have not yet to be systematically elaborated to date. After systematic review of existing
studies of AER, we consider that automatic goal pursuit constitutes the common theoretical foundation of AER. Early
studies mainly used individual differences method to explore the relationship between spontaneous emotion-regulatory
effects and physiological measurement scores. These studies found that emotion regulation can spontaneous occur
without explicit instructions and individuals’ abilities of spontaneous emotion regulation are closely associated with their
scores on emotion-regulation-related scales. With the development of AER research, several experimental paradigms for
AER are proposed and used constantly. Here, we summarized three types of AER tasks based on these existing literature:
sentence unscrambling task, word matching task, and implementation intention paradigm. Then we compared the
manipulation and the behavioral and physiological response of AER under these three conditions. The sentence
unscrambling task/word matching task offers an implicit means to activate particular goals, motivations, or values, and
thus circumvents the problems that explicit instructions can provoke. Implementation intention paradigm can help people
form a potential link between situational cues and emotion-regulatory goals. By forming implementation intentions,
people can strategically switch from conscious and effortful control of their goal-directed behaviors to automatic control
of them by forming situational cue and goal contingencies. Therefore, compared with sentence unscrambling task and
word matching task, implementation intention paradigm can help individuals to make conscious emotion regulation
without consuming cognitive resources. More importantly, the three AER tasks may share the same internal mechanism:
automatic priming of emotion-regulatory goals. We hope that our findings can shed light on the clinical application of
AER in psychological therapy. Based on the findings, we further propose some concrete suggestions in combining AER
with psychological therapy and provide a new idea for the treatment of mental illnesses.

automatic emotion regulation, goal pursuit, sentence unscrambling task, word matching, implementation
intention
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